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Abstract 
 
‘Too close for comfort?’ explores the challenges of working and living in Australian rural 
communities for a group of health and welfare professionals. Personal and professional role 
overlap is a key concern particularly as it has implications for ethical practice. This project, 
funded through an Australian Research Council Linkage grant, used a qualitative grounded 
theory approach to develop a theory about the adoption and management of professional role 
boundaries within ethical service delivery. 
 
The majority of participants were drawn from four industry partners providing services in the 
Central Highlands, Grampians and Wimmera regions of Victoria, Australia: Ballarat Health 
Services; Child and Family Services, Ballarat; Grampians Community Health Centre; and 
Wimmera Uniting Care. A series of 12 focus groups and 21 individual interviews provided 
data about the lived experience of these participants.  
 
The theory that emerged suggested that this group of health and welfare professionals dealt 
with personal and professional role boundaries through a process of sensitive decision-
making and strategic behaviour that became increasingly intuitive over time. Participants 
often adopted elastic and fluid boundaries using their lived experience and local knowledge 
to inform their professional judgement. Key concepts arising from the data and informing the 
theory were those of valuing belonging to place and people, being engaged in nurturing 
relationships, and feeling confident in one’s work role.  
 
In the rural health and welfare literature, the management of personal and professional role 
boundaries and the consideration of ethical practice issues are of significant concern. ‘Too 
close for comfort?’ captures the lived experience of a number of rural health and welfare 
practitioners, and extends the knowledge and understanding of the implications for 
professionals living and working in small rural communities. The theory provides a useful 
base for practitioners and agencies engaged in rural health and welfare service delivery. It 
also has implications for educators and professional organisations. 
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Introduction 
Background to the project 
The thesis ‘Too close for comfort?’ reports on a project funded through an Australian 
Research Council Linkage Grant whose aim was to explore the experience of a cohort of 
health and welfare practitioners in rural Victoria, Australia. This topic is important 
because it illuminates an issue common to all rural health and welfare practitioners: the 
experience and management of the boundaries between their personal lives and their 
professional lives. Four industry partners agreed that it was an important topic for 
investigation and provided both financial and in-kind assistance to enable the completion 
of the project. The partner agencies were Ballarat Health Services; Child and Family 
Services, Ballarat; Grampians Community Health Centre; and Wimmera Uniting Care. 
All four agencies provided health and/or welfare services to communities in rural Victoria. 
 
Living and working in rural communities is a phenomenon common to many people 
throughout Australia, and indeed all over the world. For health and welfare professionals, 
the negotiation and maintenance of boundaries between their professional personae and 
their personal selves are a regular occurrence. Individual professions as well as the 
professional literature have articulated ethical guidelines pertaining to personal and 
professional role boundaries. These professions and authors appear to fail to appreciate 
the complexities of applying their guidelines in a rural practice context. There are few 
reports of workers’ lived experience in managing their multiple and overlapping roles in 
rural communities. The effect that this has on people, particularly those engaged in the 
health and welfare professions, has so far escaped intense scrutiny. 
 
The nature of rural life is such that it is often experienced in areas of low population 
density which necessitates an individual’s many roles in the community overlapping and 
entwining with the many roles of other individuals as they all go about their business. 
Service providers in rural health and welfare practice routinely find themselves in their 
professional roles interacting with their service users when those service users are at their 
most vulnerable often at times of crisis in their personal lives. In the rural practice context, 
multiple and overlapping roles may be problematic for workers as well as service users. 
Issues of privacy, confidentiality and safety (both physical and emotional), in concert 
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with those of personal and professional role boundaries, have the potential to cause 
disquiet and embarrassment for all players. Furthermore, when practitioners and their 
family members experience similar crises and become the service users, the same issues 
apply. As rural people and practitioners, we are all confronted with similar situations. The 
ways in which practitioners experience these phenomena bear investigation.  
 
There is a striking shortage of literature considering rural health and welfare practice 
related to the adoption and management of personal and professional role boundaries, 
from the perspective of the workers. The implications of the project ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ are far-reaching. The findings of this project may impact on workers’ own 
personal and professional role management. From the perspective of human service 
organisations in rural areas as employers, the project may lead to improved appreciation 
of worker issues and workplace management strategies. With regard to professional 
education and preparation for rural practice, it is hoped that the findings of the project 
will inform educators of the situation with regard to the efficacy of their pre-service 
preparation of students for work in small communities. Professional organisations may 
benefit from the findings of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project in ways that could 
inform their relationships with rural practitioners.  
Aim and scope of the project 
The aim of the project ‘Too close for comfort?’ was to investigate the experience of 
practitioners and generate a theory about how providers of health and welfare services 
manage the personal and professional role boundary issues engendered by living and 
working in rural communities in the Central Highlands, Grampians and Wimmera regions 
of Victoria, Australia. 
 
The project engaged with 70 health and welfare practitioners and their employers through 
focus groups and individual interviews, using grounded theory methodology. For the 
industry partner agencies the project ‘Too close for comfort?’ has particular relevance as 
it impacts on employment issues such as staff welfare and support, occupational health 
and safety, and staff recruitment and retention.  
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Structure of this thesis 
                       This thesis consists of eight chapters. Chapter One sets the contextual scene for the project 
‘Too close for comfort?’ It provides an introduction to rurality, with particular regard to 
the contemporary rural context of Victoria. It also introduces the background literature 
and existing research regarding rural practice and the experience of rural folk, and draws 
attention to some of the major challenges of practice in the rural context. Chapter Two 
introduces the methods of inquiry employed in this project. It is in this chapter that 
explanations are articulated regarding the symbolic interaction theoretical perspective 
informing the project, and the methodological implications of using qualitative grounded 
theory. Chapter Three describes the processes of the research project. Initially the 
rationale for the choice of methodology and the ethical considerations of the project are 
discussed. This is followed by descriptions of the data collection and analysis process. 
The chapter closes with an introduction to the ‘Findings’ chapters. 
 
The findings of the project ‘Too close for comfort?’ are presented in Chapters Four, Five, 
Six and Seven. Chapters Four, Five and Six articulate individually the three categories 
identified in the project, specifically, ‘Valuing belonging’, ‘Feeling confident in your 
work role’, and ‘Nurturing relationships’. Chapter Seven presents the core category, or 
major theme, of the thesis: ‘Sensitive decision-making and strategic behaviour’. In each 
of these categories there were a number of properties; and each property was comprised 
of a number of dimensions. The ‘Findings’ chapters share a common structure which 
follows the properties of the category, and the dimensions of those properties. Each of the 
four chapters concludes with discussion of the data appropriate to that category in the 
light of the available literature. 
 
The final chapter, Chapter Eight, documents the integration of the theory that emerged 
from the data of the project ‘Too close for comfort?’, and discussion of that theory. This 
chapter also addresses the significance of the project, implications for practice and policy, 
and the limitations of the project. Some recommendations for future research conclude the 
thesis. 
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Significance of the project ‘Too close for comfort?’ 
Human service agencies are charged with providing health and welfare services to their 
communities. To achieve that end, agencies need to attract the attention of suitably 
qualified professionals. A further challenge after recruiting the right person for the job is 
effectively maintaining that person’s employment. This is achieved in part through 
supportive policy and practices, which take into consideration particular stresses induced 
by the personal and professional role boundary issues encountered by workers in rural 
practice. Providers of professional education need to adequately prepare graduates for a 
rural role, and professional organisations have responsibility for ensuring access to 
continuing professional development opportunities, as well as resources and support for 
workers employed outside capital cities.   
 
The development of theories concerning the experience of rural service providers, 
grounded in data gleaned directly from the workers themselves and their employers, 
makes a significant contribution to the health and welfare body of knowledge. Theory 
generation serves to inform professionals who find themselves in similar circumstances, 
their employers and educational institutions. The generation of a theoretical framework 
around the experience of personal and professional role boundaries in Australian rural 
health and welfare practice is one such research task. 
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Chapter 1 – Context: Setting the scene            
 
The project ‘Too close for comfort?’ is set in rural Victoria, Australia. This chapter sets 
the scene for the project by introducing the rural context of Victoria and the implications 
of that context for the providers of health and welfare services. It considers problems in 
defining ‘rural’, and explores the general setting of rural Australia. Chapter One also 
discusses some of the major challenges for rural workers and agencies according to the 
health and welfare literature and previous research on the topic. 
 
Over the past thirty years, rural health and welfare practice has established a place in the 
professional literature. It has been noted that in America in 1971 Leon Ginsberg had one 
of the first articles regarding rural social work practice published in the Encyclopedia of 
Social Work (Zapf, 1993). In the intervening years there has been steady growth in 
interest in the phenomenon of professional health and welfare practice specifically in the 
rural context. Two groups of disciplines from the health and welfare field, namely social 
work/social welfare and nursing, figure prominently in the discourse.  
 
The majority of the discussion in the rural health and welfare literature has been between 
practitioners and academics from Australia, United States of America (USA), Canada, 
and the United Kingdom (UK). In the field of social work and social welfare, writers from 
Australia (e.g., Alston, 2002, 2004; Briskman, 1999; Cheers, 1998; Green, 2003, 2005; 
Lonne, 2003; Lynn, 1999, 2006), USA (e.g., Bushy & Carty, 1994, 2005; Ginsberg, 1998; 
Martinez-Brawley,1995, 2002), Canada (e.g., Delaney, Brownlee & Sellick, 2001; Zapf, 
1993, 2005), and UK (e.g., Pugh, 2000, 2003; Littlechild, 2005) have been among the 
most prolific contributors to the discourse. In nursing, a considerable amount of work has 
been generated by authors from Australia (e.g., Cox, Cash, Hanna, D’Arcy-Tehan & 
Adams, 2001; Kelly, 1997, 1998; Menere, 1991; Moriarity & Clarkson, 1997), as well as 
from the USA (e.g., Dunkin, Juhl & Stratton, 1996; WeissRoberts, Battaglia, Smithpeter 
& Epstein, 1999), and Canada (e.g., Campbell, 2000). 
 
Writers have described rural health and welfare professional practice from a range of 
perspectives. These perspectives include comparisons with the non-rural practice 
experience (e.g., Dollard, Winefield, & Winefield, 1999; Krieg Mayer, 2001; Puckett & 
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Frederico, 1992); through the eyes of the professional (e.g., Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001; 
Edwards, 1995); from a socio-political/economic standpoint (e.g., Alston, 2000; 
Lawrence & Williams, 1989; Pugh, 2001); and the implications of rural practice for 
professional education (e.g., Green, 2003; O'Sullivan, Ross, & Young, 1997; Puckett & 
Fook, 1993). 
 
Markedly less work has revolved around the subjective experience of health and welfare 
professionals living and working in rural communities. What research has been published 
includes attention to the factors that contribute to effective, enjoyable personal family life 
and professional practice in those settings. Lifestyle considerations include little traffic, 
clean air, low crime rates, low housing costs, and the social benefits of living in a small, 
close knit community, and low cost housing (Bushy & Carty, 1994; Green & Gregory, 
2004). Professional matters centre on autonomy and independence (Ginsberg, 1998). 
Research also includes attention to factors that challenge health and welfare professionals 
in their personal and professional lives (Lonne & Cheers, 2000; Waltman, 1986; Zapf, 
1993). These factors include visibility in the community, lack of privacy, relationships 
and role boundaries, lack of specialist services for referral purposes, a limited circle of 
professional peers, and few continuing education opportunities. 
 
The research literature reveals numerous examples of studies undertaken into rurality, 
rural social work/welfare practice, and rural nursing practice, both within Australia and 
internationally. In fact, most of the literature discusses the funding and availability of 
services in rural areas particularly in the context of rural decline and disadvantage (e.g., 
Alston, 2005; Cheers, 1998; Gumpert, Saltman, & Sauer-Jones, 2000; Pugh, 2003), with 
some writers examining the issues of rural practice and its process, either as a discreet 
entity, or by comparison with the non-rural experience (Lonne & Cheers, 2004; Schantz 
& Meacham, 2003). A number of disciplines contribute to the body of knowledge 
regarding rural sociology, preparedness for rural practice, stress and coping. While the 
contribution thus far has been through both qualitative and quantitative research methods 
which have provided illumination and understanding of the issues at hand, the opportunity 
for workers to describe their experiences in terms of the impact of those issues is lacking. 
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Defining ‘rural’ 
The fact that there are many different definitions of ‘rural’ is an indicator of the diversity 
within the concept. One North American author suggested that ‘rural’: “… connotes a 
way of, and an outlook on, life characterized by a closeness to nature, a slower pace of 
living, and a somewhat conservative lifestyle that values tradition, independence, self 
reliance and privacy …” (Waltman, 1986, p. 467). Defining ‘rural’ in more specific 
quantifiable ways has generally proven to be challenging. Geographic, sociological and 
political factors have all been taken into account at various times and for various 
purposes: for example, population density, distance from capital cities, and the 
availability of services. 
 
In Australia, The ‘Section of State’ classification is used by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics in the collection of census data, and offers four possibilities: major urban area 
(population 100,000 or more); other urban area (population 1,000 – 99,999); bounded 
locality (population 200 – 999); and rural balance (the rest) (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2001). A problem with this classification is the diversity within the ‘other urban 
areas’ category.  The categories have been grouped further by using ‘urban areas’ to mean 
‘major urban areas’ and ‘other urban areas’; and ‘rural areas’ to mean ‘bounded localities’ 
and ‘the rural balance’ (Commonwealth Office of the Status of Women, 2002). Either 
way, this locates Melbourne (the state capital city) as a ‘major urban area’. Ballarat (a 
regional city, one hour’s drive from Melbourne, population 98,000) and Nhill (a rural 
town, four and a half hour’s drive from Melbourne, population 2,000), are included in the 
‘other urban areas’ category. This grouping ignores the variability within the category. 
 
Another scale, the Rural, Remote and Metropolitan Areas classification (RRMA), 
includes other descriptors – rural, remote and metropolitan zones, using ‘urban centre’ 
population figures. In this classification system there is variability between categories, 
where small communities can fit into more than one defining zone. The metropolitan zone 
comprises capital cities and other metropolitan centres of 100,000 people or more; the 
rural zone consists of large rural centres (25,000 – 99,999 people), small rural centres 
(10,000 – 24,999), and other rural areas (less than 10,000); the remote zone includes 
remote centres (5,000 or more), and other remote areas (less than 5,000) (Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare, 1998). Using this classification, Melbourne (state capital 
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city) would be in the metropolitan zone; Ballarat (population 98,000) would be a large 
rural centre in the rural zone; Nhill (population 2,000) would be either in the rural zone 
(small rural centre – less than 10,000), or the remote zone (other remote area – less than 
5,000).  
 
These two Australian classification systems demonstrate the challenges of categorising 
communities of people by embarking on a classification which is totally population-
based. The Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care (1999) published an 
Occasional Paper (New Series No 6) titled ‘Measuring Remoteness: 
Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA)’. The paper described a measure of 
remoteness: an index that was calculated according to a formula based solely on the road 
distance from capital cities. The developers of ARIA deliberately chose not to use the 
term ‘rural’, but only to use the term 'remote', so as: “… to isolate the concept of 'pure' 
remoteness as a continuous variable measured in terms of accessibility …” 
(Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care, 1999, p. 5). 
 
ARIA values are calculated according to a specific formula and then grouped into five 
categories. The categories range from:  Category 1: Highly Accessible (Aria score 0 - 
1.84) with 'relatively unrestricted accessibility to a wide range of goods and services and 
opportunities for social interaction' to: Category 5: Very Remote (ARIA score 9.08 - 12) 
with 'very little accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social interaction'. 
Such an interpretation leads to the allocation of ARIA scores of for example, in Victoria: 
Melbourne (state capital city) = 0, Ballarat (one hour’s drive from Melbourne) = 0.27, 
Horsham (four hour’s drive from Melbourne) = 3.2277, and Mildura (six hours drive from 
Melbourne) = 4.1975.  
 
Criticisms of models such as ARIA which focus on geography and distance in terms of 
access to services relate to the consideration of other factors: choice, socio-economic 
factors, indigenous issues, and lack of availability of general medical practitioners 
(McGrail et al., 2005b). However, such models provide acknowledgment that there is 
more involved in rurality, or remoteness, than purely the population of a geographic area. 
 
Most human services writers, whilst acknowledging the challenges of distance and 
geography, focus on sociological factors, demographic descriptors, lack of availability of 
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services, difficulties of access to those services and the comparative disadvantage with 
their non-rural counterparts (Alston, 2000; Cheers, 1998; Gumpert, Saltman, & Sauer-
Jones, 2000). The disadvantage and injustice of such approaches are that the diversity of 
rural Australia is ignored by the use of stereotypes and demographics (Dunn, 1989). 
Indeed, different levels of government and even different departments within those levels 
use differing definitions of rural and remote. This definitional confusion may impinge on 
government resource allocation and lead to further disadvantage and inequity (Munn & 
Munn, 2003). Most definitions of ‘rural’ are in deficit terms of disadvantage and neglect, 
for example comparatively, ‘metropolitan’ and ‘non- metropolitan’; ‘urban’ and ‘non-
urban’.  No matter what definition is used, with the use of deficit terms, rural issues are 
neglected, and rural communities feel excluded (Briskman, 1999).  
 
There is some support in the social welfare literature for the notion that any difference 
between rural and remote is largely one of degree; that a continuum between non-rural, at 
one extreme, and remote, at the other, may be more useful than the rural/non-rural 
dichotomy in understanding the concept of rurality (York, Denton, & Moran, 1998). If 
remote communities are generally even more severely disadvantaged than rural, which in 
turn, are more disadvantaged than non-rural communities (Cheers, 1990), then, from a 
health and welfare practice perspective a continuum may be a useful concept. If, however, 
the articulation of differences between ‘rural’ and ‘remote’ identifies remote practice as 
more than a separate subset of the rural specialist area (Zapf, 1993) more research is 
needed before any conclusions about such a continuum can be reached.  
 
The challenges of defining ‘rural’ are immense and it is suggested in the literature that 
there is no one ideal definition. For example: 
 
There is however, no one all encompassing definition which will capture the whole meaning of 
'rural' for all people. Any attempt to come to a singular, all encompassing definition only serves to 
restrict rather than to encourage an understanding of the great wealth of diversity that is rural (D. 
Cox & Veteri, 1992, p. 13). 
 
There is also a suggestion that a search for such an explanation is meaningless when taken 
out of the context of what ‘rural’ means to the people engaged in those lifestyles: 
 
…the true meaning of rural and remote is understood only through the stories that are shared – in 
contrast to an imperialistic belief that there may be a definitive definition or ultimate truth of what 
is rural or remote (Bodor, Green, Lonne, & Zapf, 2004, p. 56). 
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In the particular context of this thesis, ‘Too close for comfort?’, which is in no way 
comparative and finds its meaning in the stories of the participants, a simpler definition is 
appropriate because this project focuses on the subjective experience of the participants 
and their understandings of rural practice. Therefore I propose to use simply a distinction 
between ‘capital city’ and ‘non-capital city’ classification. A classification, based on the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics’ geographical Statistical Divisions, exemplifies a useful 
and straightforward delineation of ‘metropolitan’ and ‘non-metropolitan’ (Haberkorn, 
Hugo, Fisher, & Aylward, 1999). Australian state and territory capital cities (e.g., 
Melbourne, Perth and Darwin) would, under this interpretation, constitute ‘capital city’ or 
‘metropolitan’; and everything else would be ‘non-capital city’ or non-metropolitan’. The 
idea of a less precise notion finds support in the work of Cheers (1998) and Munn and 
Munn (2003). While there are some limitations associated with definitions that lack 
precision (Munn & Munn, 2003), a simple dichotomy is appropriate to the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project. For the purposes of this project, ‘rural’ means ‘non-capital city’ or 
‘non-metropolitan’; and ‘non-rural’ means ‘capital city’ or ‘metropolitan’. 
Contemporary Australian rural reality 
According to a Commonwealth of Australia Report published in 2000, nearly one third of 
this country’s population lived in rural and remote areas. Approximately 27 per cent of 
Australians lived outside of capital cities, that is, in rural areas, with a further 
approximately three per cent living in the remotest areas of the country (Women’s 
Services Network, 2000). In non-rural Australia, women outnumber men whereas in rural 
Australia, men are in the majority (The Commonwealth Office of the Status of Women, 
2002).  
 
The reality of contemporary rural existence in Australia differs greatly to the oft-
described idyllic life of farm and rural town. Folk lore, literature, music, art, drama and 
film combine to perpetuate the myth of the laconic (male) Aussie, the battler, outback 
farmer, small town resident - drought, flood, bushfire, hardship all in a days work for the 
stereotypic Australian (Lawrence, 1996; Lehmann, 2005) A literature review by the  
Women's Services Network (2000)  concerning Domestic Violence in Regional Australia, 
asserts that the male dominated, tough ‘blokiness’ of rural Australia has in effect made 
women's contributions invisible. Family and rural life itself are idealised, and the idyllic 
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nature of this legendary existence is increasingly out of touch with the lived reality 
(Women’s Services Network, 2000).  
 
However, rural people continue to describe their lives in terms of the legendary rural 
idyll, even though the reality has changed (Alston, 1997). Alston (1997) considers that: 
“… positive imagery can serve to mask and diminish negative experiences and allow 
social problems to be overlooked and neglected” (Alston, 1997, p. 18). Such perceptions 
also cloud other negative aspects of rural life such as conservatism and resistance to 
change. The literature tempers the benefits and advantages of contemporary rural 
Australian experience with suggestions of other aspects of life for rural people. Dempsey 
(1992) considers that, in rural communities, criticism by outsiders is unwelcome. Rural 
communities are skilled at sanctioning those who do not share their worldview, and 
patterns of prejudice entrenched in rural communities have been described as ‘rural 
conservation’ (Puckett, Bolitho, & Barlow, 1995). Puckett et al.’s (1995) contention is 
that geographic isolation coupled with low population density leads to entrenched 
prejudices in rural communities. In rural situations interpersonal relationships are more 
intimate, very public, highly visible, and everyone knows everyone else's business, 
whether they want to or not (Rawsthorne, 2002). 
The diversity of Australia’s rural population 
The assumption of a homogeneity of rural communities, serving to obscure the actual 
diversity and need that exists, is considered to be the most common failing when 
discussing the nature of rurality (Pugh, 2001). Each rural community is unique, although 
there are some shared positive characteristics: voluntary helping networks, strong family 
values, intergenerational thinking, resourcefulness, resilience and an internal focus 
(Templeman & Mitchell, 2002). The people who live in rural Australia are not a 
homogeneous group, and they do not share a common culture (Alston, 2000; Briskman, 
Lynn, & La Nauze, 1999; Cheers, 1990, 1992a).  
 
 It is evident that rural is not synonymous with agriculture (Briskman, 1999; Cheers, 
1991).  Not all rural people live on farms, some rural people who live on farms are not 
farmers, and not all people who live in the country are rural people (Cheers, 1991). There 
are farmers, tradespeople, health and welfare professionals, teachers, secretaries, lawyers, 
employed people, unemployed people, hairdressers, retailers, people with disabilities, 
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stock agents, bankers, police officers, and lollypop ladies; women, men; gay people, 
straight people; young people, old people and middle-aged people; indigenous people, 
non-indigenous people; people born in Australia, people born elsewhere; folk born and 
bred in the town or locality, people who came and stayed on, and people who are passing 
through, and so on.  
 
Rural health and welfare professionals, as do other residents in rural areas, come from a 
range of backgrounds. Some will be 'locals' - born and bred in the town or area; some will 
have lived and/or worked in other rural areas; and some will be new to the rural 
experience, having lived all of their lives in non-rural settings. Some will be male, but 
most will be female, as is the norm in health and welfare practice (Weeks, 1992), which is 
opposite to the rural population in general, where generally men outnumber women.  
 
Regardless of the gender or background of individual rural health and welfare 
practitioners, their lives are comprised of numbers of interactions between and among 
other citizens. The nature of rural interaction can be interpreted as having horizontal and 
vertical ties. Horizontal ties are among the people in the community; vertical ties bind the 
community to other communities (Cheers, 1998; Martinez-Brawley, 1990). Vertical ties 
can be demonstrated by the interdependence between groups of rural people - farmers, 
small town dwellers, people from larger towns and regional centres. Rural health and 
welfare professionals require an understanding of the nature of these ties within the 
diversity of the Australian rural social landscape as they negotiate their way through 
myriad personal and professional interactions. Cheers (1998) writes:  
 
The practitioner stands where horizontal and vertical ties intersect … navigating, inevitably 
imperfectly, between the pristine tidiness of theoretical formulations and the messiness of real 
world demands within this sea of human interaction (Cheers, 1998, p. 273). 
 
The connections inherent in vertical ties are perceived as a 'crucial link' between small 
communities and their larger counterparts in times of rural crisis (Lawrence & Williams, 
1989), and it has been suggested that such interdependence is vital to rural social and 
economic function (Lawrence & Williams, 1989). 
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Australian rural disadvantage and decline 
Interdependence stemming from vertical ties means that as people on the land experience 
hard times, the towns mostly dependent on the farming community for their existence 
also experience hard times, and the regional centres in part dependent on the towns also 
experience hard times.  Such ‘dynamics of decline' are demonstrated by a restructuring 
process within Australia's agricultural industry:  
 
… Australian farmers are being forced to increase the size of their properties and to adopt new, 
more productive technologies or to leave the industry. In turn, and in the absence of countervailing  
tendencies in employment in rural towns and villages, there is contraction of regional economic 
activity and subsequent population loss (Lawrence & Williams, 1989, p. 38).  
 
Decline within the agricultural industry, and political imperatives, have resulted in 
services such as hospitals, schools, banks, and government offices being closed or being 
downgraded (Alston, 2000; Haslam McKenzie, 2003). Other services such as retailers, 
hotels, restaurants, tradespeople, service providers - the local small businesses – have felt 
under threat as business diminished, and some even closed their doors as money became 
scarce and credit dried up. This phenomenon of rolling disadvantage has been described 
as a domino effect (Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001; Mermelstein, 1991). 
 
Rural disadvantage has two major facets: diminished personal wellbeing, and service 
deprivation (Cheers, 1990). Issues of personal well being include poverty, unemployment, 
higher prices (e.g., groceries, fuel), and increased incidence of health problems (e.g., 
among ageing and indigenous Australians). Service deprivation includes availability and 
access to adequate and reliable health services, educational opportunities, essential 
services (e.g., telephone, electricity, and water), income security, and welfare services 
(Cheers, 1990). Anecdotally, of major concern to rural people with regard to essential 
services for example, are the periods of time that elapse between service failure and 
repair. Government policy (and funding) determines the majority of health, welfare and 
education services, and as policy has tended to ignore the circumstances of people in rural 
Australia, availability and access to these services has become increasingly difficult 
(Alston, 2002a). Thus, the needs of rural people are magnified by the rural context 
(Templeman & Mitchell, 2002).  
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Studies using a wide range of social, health, education and economic indicators have 
confirmed that rural Australians face great disadvantage in comparison with their non-
rural counterparts (Cheers, 1992a; Sjostedt, 1993; Titulaer, Trickett, & Bhatia, 1997). 
Areas of disadvantage that have been highlighted include health, education and income. 
Generally in rural areas the standard of health is lower. For example, people who are 
admitted to rural hospitals experience longer admissions; higher injury rates in rural areas 
result in more hospital admissions and accidental deaths; and the population does not 
enjoy access to the same range of health services as their non-rural counterparts 
(Women’s Services Network, 2000). In education, secondary school retention rates are 
lower than those in non-rural areas, and fewer rural youth continue on to tertiary 
education (Gray & Lawrence, 2001). In addition to lower standards of health and 
education, rural people generally have lower incomes (Lawrence, 1996), which may be a 
contributing factor in a need to access welfare services from time to time (Cheers, 1998).  
 
In addition to the comparative disadvantage of rural with non-rural life, many complex 
social problems impinge on rural Australians (Alston, 1992, 2000; Edwards, 1995).  For 
example, there is a high rate of suicide in rural areas, particularly among young men 
(Caldwell, Jorm, & Dear, 2004).  Another example is that of domestic violence, where 
women may be trapped in abusive situations and doubly disadvantaged by a lack of 
community supports and resources (Alston, 1997; Coorey, 1990). 
 
Circumstances comprising lack of supportive government policy, and the attendant 
decline in rural secondary industry, paint a gloomy picture for those Australians living in 
some of our rural and remote areas (Alston, 2000, 2002b; Cheers, 1992a; Lynn, 1999).  It 
has been argued that governments have failed rural people, both by ignoring the situation 
in rural Australia and by their lack of policy to address the specific needs of rural 
dwellers: 
 
Rural poverty has increased largely as a result of international market forces, the decimation of 
rural industry, a lack of intervention by governments and societal neglect resulting in this growing 
sense of alienation and despair (Alston, 2000, p. 30).  
  
In Alston’s (2000) opinion, the factors mentioned in the example above are among the 
reasons for the growth of poverty and despair in rural Australia. 
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Rural health and welfare practice 
Alongside the Australian rural decline, and the increasing social and economic 
disadvantage in most rural communities, there has been a 'paradoxical' increase in human 
services (Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001). The paradox is such that because of increasing 
rural disadvantage there is an increasing need for welfare services to support local 
communities through difficult times. A challenge of this phenomenon is that where the 
assistance of human service professionals is most needed, these workers may be seen as 
outsiders, and mistrusted:  
 
 
There is a tension between welcoming outsiders who may bring new knowledge and approaches 
where they are most needed, and clinging to the security of the known (Chenoweth & Stehlik, 
2001, p. 53). 
 
Fook (1990) discussed the rural decline and its implications for rural social work in an 
editorial comment in a key Australian social work journal:  
 
 … there are two main aspects to the rural social work problem: first, the lack of rural social 
services or access to them; and secondly, the inappropriateness of existing services or the way 
they are delivered (Fook, 1990, p. 2) [her emphasis]. 
   
Fook (1990) went on to offer four suggestions for consideration by the social work 
profession to redress the situation. Those suggestions are:  political action, professionals 
offering a more responsive service, educational issues regarding the inclusion of rural 
content in social work courses and improved accessibility for rural people to gain social 
work qualifications, and a demonstrated need for:  “ … research and the documentation of 
the rural social work experience” (Fook, 1990, p. 3). 
 
Suggestions such as the four proffered by Fook (1990) remain relevant not only to social 
work, but also to other human service disciplines and challenge the assumption that what 
may be appropriate in the non- rural setting applies Australia-wide: 
 
The system is urban based in that policies are developed and services are planned and accounted 
for in cities which are far away from many rural localities. Most services also emanate from the 
cities. For the most part, those in charge are urban people using urban policy paradigms and 
service models they learned in urban-based training programs (Cheers, 1998, p. 9). 
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‘Urban-based’ policies and service models may indeed be appropriate to the rural setting. 
However, consideration of the specific needs of rural people and their communities offers 
opportunities for a broader perspective on health and welfare education and practice.   
 
While access to appropriate, high quality health and welfare services is taken for granted 
in non-rural Australia, for people living outside capital cities it presents challenges based 
on factors such as availability of local services, transport availability, cost, and choice 
(Alston, 2002a; Cheers, 1998; Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001). Access therefore becomes an 
issue of equity. The initial issue can be seen as one of provision of appropriate services. 
Federal, state and local governments, charitable organisations and philanthropic bodies 
provide funding for the provision of health and welfare services. In rural areas, not only is 
there a limited range of services available to the local community, but also service 
providers report difficulties in attracting qualified professional staff, and then in retaining 
them as employees and community members (Lonne & Cheers, 2000).  
 
Access to competent and qualified personnel is essential to the health and wellbeing of 
people who live in rural communities. The employment of such personnel is not always 
an easy task. Employment challenges are ongoing: for health and welfare workers, for the 
employing agencies, and for the rural communities for whom such services are vital. 
Rural health and welfare workers encounter a significant number of stressors (e.g., high 
visibility in their communities; lack of privacy for themselves and their families; and 
professional isolation) in their professional roles which are not usually experienced to the 
same degree by their colleagues in non-rural settings (Dollard, Winefield, & Winefield, 
1999; Lonne & Cheers, 1999; Puckett & Frederico, 1992).  
 
Rural professional recruitment is difficult, and retention of workers is dependent on a 
number of factors, therefore agency policies concerning staff support and welfare are 
highly influential (Lonne, 1990). Organisations employing professionals in rural health 
and welfare roles are mindful of the issues that may confront their employees, and aware 
that staff support and welfare can be as important as salary and conditions (Lonne, 1990).  
 
There are two major issues with specific regard to the recruitment of staff. First, as there 
is a shortage of qualified people in rural areas, advertised positions may be filled by new 
graduates from non-rural areas who stay just long enough to gain experience to enable 
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them to seek work elsewhere (Cheers, 1998). However, despite opportunities for new 
graduates to find employment in rural areas, there is a reluctance in this group to take up 
such a challenge, for reasons such as distance from family and friends, lack of established 
supports and services, and limited opportunities for further professional development 
(Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001). The second major issue concerns potential for the 
employment of professionally trained workers excluding ordinary local people whose day 
to day life includes helping other people (Cheers, 1998). There is potential reciprocal 
benefit in untrained people and professionals working together, and in rural welfare 
practice there is often blurring of the lines between trained and untrained workers 
(Cheers, 1994).  
 
In rural areas the blurring of boundaries is often manifested between professional 
disciplines. It is not uncommon in rural areas to find positions filled by trained workers 
whose primary discipline does not necessarily match the title of their job. Social workers 
and nurses are often employed in these ways. Cheers (1998) offered three suggestions as 
to the origins of this phenomenon. First, small flexible generalist organisations are likely 
to have staff who may fulfil more than their traditional professional role. Second, non-
local specialist agencies may ask local practitioners to provide a continuing specialist 
service. Third, there is a prevailing absence of local specialist services, so health and 
welfare professionals in generalist roles provide a range of service responses.  
 
In a large scale Australian longitudinal study which explored the recruitment, relocation 
and retention of rural social workers, 194 respondents were involved and were 
‘overwhelmingly’ positive about their rural practice experience (Lonne & Cheers, 1999). 
Lonne and Cheers (1999) suggested that there were two types of Australian rural social 
workers: ‘cosmopolitan’ – those who move from non-rural areas for career reasons, and 
‘bush’ - those who make a conscious choice to live and work in rural communities for 
lifestyle reasons. Lonne and Cheers (1999) found that most of the ‘bush’ workers were 
living and working in communities of less than 50,000 people and had changed jobs 
within their community or moved there from other rural places. The implications of their 
study for rural agencies were that employers should provide comprehensive information 
to prospective employees before and after their arrival; that the number of short term and 
temporary appointments should be minimized; and that agencies should offer rural 
loadings in salaries and other inducements to make the move financially worthwhile for 
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practitioners (Lonne & Cheers, 1999). The report concluded with a call for more research 
into the area of recruitment and retention of professionals in rural areas to advance the 
empirical knowledge of these and other issues that pertain to rural health and welfare 
practice.  
 
In summary, contemporary rural Australia is home to a diverse population which 
constitutes approximately one third of the total population of the nation. Rural Australians 
are engaged in numerous occupations and undertakings, not all of which are directly 
involved with agriculture. A decline in the agricultural sector over past decades has, 
however, led to significant disadvantage in terms of the resources and facilities available 
to rural people. Providers of rural health and welfare services have seen an increase in 
demand for their services, and need to be able to work with increasingly complex 
personal and social problems. There are issues regarding recruitment and retention of staff 
which provide challenges for those agencies. Understanding the diversity of Australia’s 
rural population, the climate of rural disadvantage and decline, and the issues of 
recruitment and retention of staff confronting health and welfare agencies, provides a 
backdrop to the setting of this project ‘Too close for comfort?’. The provision of effective 
services is dependent on staff; however, there are a number of factors that affect the 
experience of health and welfare professionals in the Australian rural context. 
Health and welfare professionals living and working in 
Australian rural communities  
Rural health and welfare professionals and their employers are entrusted with the 
responsibility of service provision in their communities. There are a number of factors in 
the rural practice context that influence the ways in which this responsibility is 
discharged. These include the blurring of boundaries within agencies, the application of a 
generalist practice model, issues of ethical practice, and matters concerning personal and 
professional role boundaries.  
 
Responsibility for service delivery means that the blurring of boundaries between trained 
and untrained workers and among different disciplines becomes a reasonable option in the 
rural practice context (Cheers, 1994). This stems in part from challenges with recruiting 
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specifically qualified workers and in part from the nature of rural communities where 
residents often help each other out in times of need.  
 
Another factor in that responsibility is the phenomenon of generalist practice. One thing 
that the human service professions have in common when considering the rural context is 
that their practice is of necessity generalist (Kelly, 1997; Krieg Mayer, 2001; Lawrence & 
Williams, 1989; Lonne, 1990; Lonne & Cheers, 2000; Martinez-Brawley, 1987; 
Mermelstein, 1991). A small scale study empirically comparing differences between rural 
and non-rural welfare workers and social workers was undertaken early in the 1990s 
(Puckett & Frederico, 1992). Their findings supported the contention around the 
generalist nature of rural practice in comparison with the non-rural experience (Puckett & 
Frederico, 1992). The absence of specialist agencies in rural settings to enable referral for 
specific interventions means that rural practitioners need skills and knowledge to facilitate 
appropriate responses to a broad range of presenting problems across multiple fields of 
practice: 
 
Because they are one of few professionals in the community, most use all the traditional methods 
at some time or another … They are expected by their communities to respond to a wide range of 
issues across most fields of practice (Cheers, 1998, p. 223). 
 
One incidental advantage of generalist practice concerns confidentiality for clients, in that 
if one practitioner has a number of roles, it is more difficult for community members to 
ascertain the reasons for their neighbour’s contact with that worker (Turbett, 2004). The 
necessity for generalist professional health and welfare practice in the rural setting stems 
from the costs associated with service provision, the challenges of distance and 
geographic isolation, and difficulties with recruitment and retention of suitably qualified 
and experienced workers (Munn, 1999). Thus the reality of rural life in some rural areas is 
epitomised by a lack of health and welfare service options generally, and specifically a 
lack of specialist services (Cheers, 1998; Gumpert, Saltman, & Sauer-Jones, 2000; Lynn, 
1999). 
 
The third factor in the provision of health and welfare services in contemporary rural 
Australia concerns professional ethics. Ethical practice reasonably includes a commitment 
to confidentiality, privacy and professional conduct, as is borne out by the following 
definition: 
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The word [ethics] comes from the Greek root ethos, which originally meant custom, usage or habit. 
In contemporary use it deals with the question of what actions are morally right and with how 
things ought to be’ (Loewenberg, Dolgoff, & Harrington, 2000, p. 6).  
 
Human service workers’ professional organisations require adherence of their members to 
professional standards to protect both service users and workers. The professional 
organisations for social workers in both Australia and USA include as part of their Codes 
of Ethics guidelines that firmly place the onus on the practitioner with regard to role 
boundary issues (Australian Association of Social Workers, 1999; Boland-Prom & 
Anderson, 2005; Congress & McAuliffe, 2006).  
 
The components of ethical practice, confidentiality, privacy, and professionalism, depend 
on some degree of professional/personal role differentiation and management. For 
example, the Australian Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics defines 
confidentiality as: “The restriction of access to personal information to authorised 
persons, at authorised times, in an authorised manner” (Australian Association of Social 
Workers, 1999, p. 26). In order to respect the confidentiality of the client, a practitioner’s 
consideration of role boundaries will play a part in their decisions about the meaning of 
the word ‘authorised’. 
 
Confidentiality is described by some authors as having a different meaning in the rural 
context, compared with the non-rural practice environment (Galambos, Watt, Anderson, 
& Danis, 2005; Ginsberg, 1998; Green & Mason, 2002; Munn, 1993). The close nature of 
rural life, coupled with low population density in small communities, provides ethical 
challenges in both personal and professional settings. Worker attempts at practising 
ethically in the rural context may mean that clients experience a limited service as 
professionals strive to maintain client confidentiality in small, close communities. For 
example, a health or welfare practitioner may feel unable to consult their supervisor about 
a client issue, because of the relationship ties the worker knows that the supervisor has 
with that client.   Health and welfare workers have described this reality in reports of their 
experiences of living and working in rural communities. For example: 
 
 … the unique ethical dilemmas encountered in health care in small communities … may 
significantly influence the delivery of … services in rural and frontier settings (WeissRoberts, 
Battaglia, Smithpeter, & Epstein, 1999, p. 28). 
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Restricting formal access to personal information may be generally challenging, but in a 
rural context, the restriction of informal access to such information is even more so. The 
difficulties of ensuring confidentiality, particularly in rural areas are renowned (Cheers, 
1998; Green & Mason, 2002; Puckett & Frederico, 1992). These difficulties increase with 
geographic remoteness and population sparseness. For example, in small communities 
where everyone knows everyone else’s vehicle, a client who parks outside and enters a 
particular building may unintentionally disclose to others the nature of problems within 
their family (Bauer, Batson, Hayden, & Counts, 2005). 
 
The amount and nature of information which is in the public arena in small communities 
as a matter of course has made strict adherence to city-centred notions of professional 
confidentiality ‘unrealistic’ (Martinez-Brawley, 1987). This is not to assert that 
confidentiality has any less relevance or importance in the rural practice context, but to 
demonstrate that there are basic differences in community structure and function between 
rural and non-rural. Lewis (2001) considered the issues for ethical practice welfare 
practice in rural areas concluding that: 
 
Adherence to the AASW Code of Ethics alone … will not be sufficient to ensure both ethical and 
culturally sensitive practice, because of its urban-centred assumptions about the nature of 
professionalism (Lewis, 2001, p. 15). 
 
The National Association of Social Workers undertook a review in the USA in 1996 to 
address some of these issues (Congress & McAuliffe, 2006). While its revised code does 
not specifically mention rural practice, it does acknowledge the diverse nature of 
communities and firmly places responsibility for ethical practice on the individual social 
worker. It has been suggested in Australia that a review of the confidentiality guidelines 
in the Australian Association of Social Workers’ and the Australian Institute of Welfare 
and Community Workers’ Codes of Ethics to specifically consider the challenges faced 
by practitioners in rural areas would be a useful undertaking (Green & Mason, 2002).  
 
The need to protect service users’ privacy through confidentiality has the potential to 
contribute to social isolation of health and welfare practitioners within small communities 
(WeissRoberts, Battaglia, Smithpeter, & Epstein, 1999). Health and welfare professionals 
may withdraw and become isolated because they, for example, feel uncomfortable 
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because of the potential for community members to ask them about the specifics of their 
work, or because they are aware of the social habits of their clients and are uncomfortable 
about the possibility of incidental meetings. The development of collegiate networks, 
socially as well as professionally, is an attempt to come to terms with such isolation, 
particularly for newcomers (Green & Gregory, 2004).  
 
Exploration of the issues concerning ethical practice for rural workers is vital to ensuring 
that rural residents have access to competent and well qualified welfare personnel, who 
are able to live and work effectively, ethically, and happily in rural areas.  
 
Another important component in health and welfare practitioners thriving in rural 
communities concerns the ways in which they experience and manage the boundaries 
between their personal and their professional lives. Personal and professional role 
boundaries constitute the fourth factor which influences the way in which rural health and 
welfare services are delivered. The reality of living in a community means that all 
members of that community are expected to engage in multiple roles (Cheers, 1998; 
Lynn, 1993). For human service workers this role multiplicity, particularly in the rural 
context, means a fusion of personal and professional lives (Lynn, 1993). Boundary issues 
arise between professionals, between professional/client/community, as well as between 
and within the personal and professional roles of an individual (Munn & Munn, 2003). 
The likelihood of multiple roles within one professional role is increased in communities 
where there are few practitioners and many demands. For example:  
 
 … the Dept. of Health social worker is withdrawn and it isn’t only his/her client load that is not 
serviced. It may also mean the refuge loses their traumatic incident debriefer, the child protection 
worker loses her clinical supervisor, and the sexual assault team loses their key emergency 
counsellor (Sturmey, 1996, p. 63). 
 
As Sturmey (1996) indicates, within one professional role rural workers may find 
themselves with a number of different responsibilities in a number of different agencies. 
 
The literature, personal experience, and the anecdotes of colleagues demonstrate that 
health and welfare practice in small communities presents challenges to practitioners at 
every turn. The experience of establishing and maintaining personal and professional role 
boundaries, with regard to ethical issues such as client confidentiality has been discussed. 
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Personal issues like visibility and stress require considerable skill, awareness, 
commitment and resilience in the context of managing those boundaries. The issue of 
managing personal and professional role boundaries represents one of the major 
challenges for rural health and welfare practitioners. Coping with this particular challenge 
presents workers with a dilemma: where is the boundary, the line, between the personal 
and the professional? Is the line thin and clearly defined, or is it thick and fuzzy? Does 
there need to be a line at all?  What are the ethical and personal implications for rural 
health and welfare practitioners? Certainly, in rural areas, boundaries blur and roles 
overlap:  
 
 
Rural contexts pose unique challenges for practitioners in constructing professional identity and 
the need for active negotiation with clients about roles in small communities (Lewis, 2001, p. 14). 
 
Practitioners, agencies and the literature indicate that role boundary issues can be a major 
source of concern for health and welfare professionals: “Boundary issues occur when 
practitioners … establish more than one relationship with clients, whether professional, 
social or business” (Reamer, 2001, p. xi). These boundary issues are more likely in rural 
health and welfare practice where practitioners live and work in small communities. The 
nature of health and welfare service provision in rural areas including the consideration of 
boundary issues has been recently explored (Green & Mason, 2002), and challenges with 
role boundaries are deemed a usual part of rural life: “Country people expect to transact 
with the same person at multiple levels” (Lynn, 1990, p. 15).  It has been stated 
categorically that dual or multiple relationships inherently involve boundary violations 
(Kagle, Giebelhausen, & Northup, 1994), but this assertion fails to acknowledge the fact 
that many professionals live and practice in small communities where such contacts are a 
way of life (Lynn, 1990; Martinez-Brawley, 1990).  
 
Role boundary issues include those concerning therapeutic, social and business 
relationships; confidentiality; and visibility in the community. Issues of dual and multiple 
relationships, be they therapeutic, social or business are valid causes for concern. In rural 
communities relationships overlap – a community nurse may play football with his 
client’s sons; a troubled adolescent may be a client of the youth worker whose partner is 
the young person’s schoolteacher; a social worker may meet socially a man who attends 
her agency; the family who moves in to the house next door to a Departmental worker 
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may have been subject to Child Protection intervention. All these connections, and others, 
raise questions about appropriate professional behaviour, while considering the reality of 
rural professionals desiring a social, personal life with its intimate relationships, 
friendships, and casual contacts (Cheers, 1998; Green, Gregory, & Mason, 2003; 
Martinez-Brawley, 1987).  
 
The nature of health and welfare practice is such that private, confidential information is 
often disclosed to the practitioner in the course of their work (Green & Mason, 2002). 
Thus, this group of professionals may be privy to sensitive potentially damaging 
information, which may not be common knowledge. Being the keepers of such 
information can be onerous on a number of levels: workers are bound by professional 
ethical standards with regard to confidentiality; they have also a moral obligation to 
respect their clients’ rights to privacy; there is the issue of a duty to warn where danger 
exists; they may be vulnerable to expectations of colleagues, family and friends with 
regard to information; and workers’ family members may also be vulnerable to demands 
for information. In the closer confines of rural communities these aspects of health and 
welfare practice can be especially problematic, and may be complicated by issues such as 
visibility. 
 
A major issue regarding personal and professional role boundaries is that of high 
visibility, which in rural communities is a fact of life (Cheers, 1998; Martinez-Brawley, 
1990; Pugh, 2003; Zapf, 1993). In the rural setting low population density, coupled with 
the nature of professional practice in health and welfare, results in workers being highly 
visible. In turn this leads to a lack of privacy for workers themselves, and their families, 
that for the majority of people most of the time presents not much more than an 
inconvenience. The high visibility and lack of privacy of the rural worker therefore is not 
always negatively assessed by human service authors. Some literature suggests that as 
personal credibility of practitioners is important, being visible in the community is an 
asset that may lead to other community members having increased confidence in the 
professional (Cheers, 1992a). Individual style or interpretation also makes a difference in 
that where one worker would see personal and professional visibility as intrusive and 
problematic, another would enjoy the recognition, respect and report a positive feeling of 
belonging (Bushy & Carty, 1994; Ginsberg, 1998; Lewis, 2001; Lynn, 1990).  
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Visibility, for rural health and welfare professionals however, at times has the potential to 
be a double-edged sword. The reality of their work, coupled with their public profile 
means that while it is affirming and pleasant to be known and accepted in one’s 
community, it can also make workers and their families vulnerable to a range of not 
necessarily welcome attentions (Green, Gregory, & Mason, 2003; Horejsi, Garthwaite, & 
Rolando, 1994; Littlechild, 2005b). Issues can arise as a result of high visibility in the 
community for the families of professionals in terms of privacy and safety (Green, 
Gregory, & Mason, 2003; Green & Mason, 2002). Worker and community response to 
visibility and multiple roles is a factor in the blurring of boundaries between and among 
those roles.  
 
It has been suggested that the blurring of the boundaries between personal and 
professional roles in the rural setting is natural, desirable and expected (Lynn, 1990). The 
experience of encountering, or being approached by, clients in the supermarket, church, 
hotel, or school parents club meeting, is reported frequently in the literature: “This degree 
of familiarity accommodates rural people’s preference for informal communication 
patterns to gain the information they need” (Bushy & Carty, 1994, p. 22). For some 
professionals, however, particularly those newcomers to the rural milieu, it can be, at the 
very least, disconcerting (Lonne, 1990).  Lonne (1990) suggests that the process of 
adjustment to a new town and job can take considerable time, and move through a 
number of discreet stages. The stages are disorientation (approximately lasting one 
month); honeymoon (lasting about three months); grief and loss (six months); withdrawal 
and depression (persisting for approximately nine to twelve months); and finally 
reorganisation and adjustment (from between fifteen to eighteen months) (Lonne, 1990).  
 
There has been some acknowledgement of such contextual difference between rural and 
non-rural practice (Puckett & Frederico, 1992; York, Denton, & Moran, 1998). For 
example, rural  practitioners are seen as community members first, with their professional 
roles being secondary to their personal roles (Jacobson & McGrath, 1983); and a general 
lack of anonymity, or visibility, within rural communities contributes to workers being 
less aware of clear boundaries between their roles (Munn, 1990). A contributing factor in 
personal and professional role boundaries being less clearly defined in the rural setting is 
that of meeting clients in the course of a practitioner’s out-of-work life. The chance 
encounters that define rural existence bear some scrutiny (Pugh, 2003).  
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Incidental meetings can be perceived positively or negatively but either way, boundary 
issues and multiple relationships require careful consideration. Reamer (2001) suggests 
that incidental meetings and boundary issues fall into four major categories. The first is 
‘geographic proximity’, which holds that the smaller the community, the greater the 
chance of incidental meetings. ‘Professional encounters’ is the second category. This 
category entails the dual relationships in which professionals and clients are engaged in 
small communities. The third category, ‘social encounters’, considers the overlapping  of 
personal and professional roles, and ‘conflicts of interest’, the fourth category, refers to 
the formation of relationships, either knowingly or unknowingly, that have the potential 
for harm because of their vague, ill-defined boundaries (Reamer, 2001). His contention is 
that practitioners need to expect the unexpected and develop strategies for managing 
situations as they arise. The strategies must be in the best interests of all concerned and 
offer protection for the client, the worker and their colleagues (Reamer, 2001). Any such 
strategies could usefully include consideration of the family members and friends of the 
practitioner for whom there are equal implications. Personal and professional role 
boundaries are implicated in all of the relationships experienced by rural health and 
welfare practitioners. Incidental meetings as part of visibility in small communities in the 
rural setting provide one example of circumstances where considerations and 
complexities have potential to lead to problems associated with work-related stress 
(Dollard, Winefield, & Winefield, 2001).   
 
The research literature about stress as it relates to rural practice falls into two main areas. 
While some researchers have focussed on the stress experienced by rural professionals, 
describing stressors, coping strategies, and the differences between job related stress in 
rural and non-rural settings (e.g., Kelly, 1997; Krieg Mayer, 2001; Munn, 1993; Pugh, 
2003; WeissRoberts, Battaglia, Smithpeter, & Epstein, 1999), others have considered 
more specifically employer responsibility in this area identifying issues of staff selection, 
orientation, occupational health and safety (e.g., Fisher et al., 1996; Menere, 1991; 
Morgan, Semchuk, Stewart, & D'Arcy, 2002; Tolhurst et al., 1999). Each area makes a 
contribution to the body of knowledge, and each is appropriate to the issues of personal 
and professional role boundaries for rural health and welfare practitioners. 
 
  
 
30
Stress related to professional practice is another major issue in regard to personal and 
professional role boundaries for this cohort of workers. Stress is an individual’s 
physiological or psychological reactions to stressors (Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 2002). 
The seminal work on the specific issues of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) 
defines psychological stress as:  
 
 … a relationship between the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing, 
or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being. The judgement that a 
particular person-environment relationship is stressful hinges on cognitive appraisal … (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984, p. 21). 
 
Cognitive appraisal is the process by which the person assesses the importance of the 
incident in the context of their welfare (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The literature 
regarding stress is clear that there is not a monotonic relationship between the numbers 
and magnitude of environmental stressors, and how they are individually experienced.  
 
The Lazarus and Folkman (1984) model suggests that various factors mediate or 
moderate the relationships between the stressor, the coping strategy, and the 
psychological outcomes. Mediating processes include social factors, which have been 
demonstrated to impact on a person’s stress management. These include a sense of 
belonging (in the workplace and in the community), personal wellbeing, and social 
support. Strategies that workers develop to enable them to cope with the stresses 
confronting them vary from person to person. The strategies depend on the individual’s 
available resources, both internal and external, and the constraints, again both internal and 
external, imposed upon them (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). For example, some American 
child welfare workers reported coping with the rigors of their job and their employing 
agency by using strategies such as staying busy, detaching themselves emotionally, 
setting limits, and accepting their perceived limitations (Dane, 2000).  
 
There is abundant evidence that support from one’s social environment usually attenuates 
the effects of stress upon the individual engaged in health and welfare practice (Bakker, 
Killmer, Siegrist, & Schaufeli, 2000; Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 2002). It has also been 
demonstrated that emotional support in the workplace also contributes to lower levels of 
stress and burnout in social workers (Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 2002; Lonne, 1990) and 
psychiatric nurses (Levert, Lucas, & Ortlepp, 2000).  Lloyd et al. (2002) suggest that 
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organisational factors (such as tension in the workplace), as opposed to client-related 
factors (such as dealing with service users with complex needs) are identified as 
predictors of feelings of stress in social workers, with access to a supportive supervisor 
being a moderating influence. It has been suggested that unrelenting, chronic stress, with 
resultant impairment of effectiveness may lead to burnout which is characterized by 
emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and reduced feelings of accomplishment, and 
health and welfare professionals are particularly vulnerable (Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 
2002).  
 
The experience of living in a rural community, while working in that same community at 
times in conflictual roles, can be a source of stress for health and welfare professionals in 
that sector (Cox, Cash, Hanna, D'Arcy-Tehan, & Adams, 2001; Green & Mason, 2002; 
Mellow, 2005; Pugh, 2003). The practice of human services professionals is undertaken 
in difficult and often conflictual fields such as child protection, family violence, sexual 
assault, and community psychiatric nursing. These fields of practice may include statutory 
obligations requiring practitioners to make notifications, to activate court orders, and/or to 
intervene against the wishes of their clients, thereby invoking community attention. 
Critical public attention may well be perceived as stressful and the media can contribute 
to negative community attention, shaping public opinion in the short term (Mendes, 
2001). While issues of personal and professional role boundaries take on a greater 
significance in conflictual rural practice roles, the same issues apply for workers living 
and working in small communities in fields of practice where conflict is not the norm. 
 
The challenges of working as a health or welfare practitioner in a rural setting amplify the 
need for feeling supported at work and at home, and feeling as though one belongs. The 
possibility of social and professional isolation for newly arrived workers is well 
documented: opportunities for professional supervision, peer support and collegial 
relationships may be limited, and the development of social relationships will take time 
(Lonne, 1990; WeissRoberts, Battaglia, Smithpeter, & Epstein, 1999). 
 
According to my analysis of the health and welfare literature, the major factors 
influencing rural health and welfare service delivery were boundary blurring within 
agencies, generalist practice models, ethical behaviour, and personal and professional role 
boundaries. High visibility of workers in the rural setting and work-related stress were 
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identified as two main issues regarding personal and professional role boundaries.  All of 
these factors are considered to impact on recruitment, retention and service delivery in 
rural health and welfare practice. 
Locating this project 
The project ‘Too close for comfort?’ explores the subjective experience of Australian 
rural health and welfare practitioners with particular regard to the personal and 
professional role boundaries they encountered in their daily lives. The project was made 
possible by the financial and in-kind support of the Australian Research Council and four 
industry partner agencies.  
 
The partner agencies were all non-government health and welfare service providers, 
located in the Central Highlands, Grampians and Wimmera regions of Victoria, Australia. 
Two agency partners, Ballarat Health Services, and Child and Family Services (Ballarat), 
are based in Ballarat, a regional city in the Central Highlands region, one hour’s drive 
west of Melbourne, the State’s capital city. Grampians Community Health Centre is based 
in Stawell in the Grampians region, two hour’s drive further west of Ballarat. Wimmera 
Uniting Care is based in the Wimmera region at  Horsham, one hour’s drive further west 
again from Stawell. All of the partner agencies provided general services in broad 
geographic areas, with outreach services and/or sub-agencies or programs in other rural 
communities. 
 
The ‘Too close for comfort?’ project aimed to add to the existing body of knowledge of 
rural health and welfare practice by examining the phenomenon of personal and 
professional role boundaries in the rural practice context. From the data a theory was 
generated as to how a cohort of rural health and welfare practitioners perceived, 
experienced and managed those boundaries. ‘Too close for comfort?’ has implications 
that are relevant to individual practitioners and their families, their employers, and to 
educators and rural communities.  
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Chapter 2 – Methods of inquiry: Symbolic interactionism 
and grounded theory 
 
The aim of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project was to investigate the experience of 
personal and professional role boundaries for rural health and welfare practitioners in 
some rural regions of Victoria, Australia. The previous chapter set the scene for this 
project. It included some reference to the professional literature, discussion of the 
challenges involved in defining the concept ‘rural’, and introduced the context of rural 
Victoria, Australia as it applies in health and welfare practice. Chapter Two expounds the 
methods of inquiry for the project ‘Too close for comfort?’. It discusses the theoretical 
and methodological approaches to the research.  
 
This chapter begins with a brief introduction to constructivist epistemology, and then 
proceeds to a discussion of a symbolic interactionist theoretical perspective, grounded 
theory methodology, and a number of qualitative research methods. I have chosen to use 
these epistemological, theoretical and methodological approaches for two reasons. First, 
they allow the researcher to understand and make sense of the experience of the 
researched. Second, as the best way to address the problem in the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project was to utilise grounded theory methodology, it was important to take a 
theoretical approach consistent with that methodology. Chapter Two concludes by 
addressing the place of the literature review in qualitative grounded theory research.   
Constructivist epistemology   
The word ‘epistemology’ comes from the Greek episteme – knowledge, and logos – 
explanation (Audi, 1999), and has been defined as “… that branch of philosophy 
concerned with the nature of knowledge, its possibility, scope, and general basis” 
(Hamlyn, 1995, p. 242).  Thus the significance of epistemology within sociology and 
social research is that it: “… is connected to the methods of inquiry used to obtain 
knowledge” (Palmisano, 2001, p. 202). Qualitative research “… is based on how we 
conceptualise our reality and our images of the world. Epistemology is the word that has 
historically defined these standards of evaluation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000,  p. 11). 
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It has been proposed that the aim of qualitative research is:  
 
… to allow the voice of the ‘other’, of the people being researched, to inform the researcher … The 
voice of the participant, rather than the voice of the researcher, will be heard best when participants 
not only provide the data to be analysed, but when they also contribute to the questions that frame 
the research and contribute to the way the data are analysed. One way of achieving this is by 
ensuring the interpenetration of data collection and data analysis (Ezzy, 2002, p. 64) 
 
Using qualitative research methods in the manner suggested above is congruent with a 
constructionist or constructivist epistemology which claims that all meaning is 
constructed by humans in response to their interpretations of the world in which they live. 
The use of the voices of the participants, together with their involvement throughout the 
‘Too close for comfort?’ project, ensures that their interpretations of their world are the 
primary consideration throughout the research. 
 
According to this approach, there is no objective truth, no true reality, but only the reality 
constructed by each person in interaction with their individual world. People interact with 
each other and their environment, constructing their own reality in response to their 
experience, and their interpretation of that experience.  Such meaning is constructed, not 
created, by each individual:  
 
There is no objective truth waiting for us to discover it. Truth, or meaning, comes into existence in 
and out of our engagement with the realities in our world … Meaning is not discovered, but 
constructed (Crotty, 1998, pp. 8-9).  
 
Crotty (1998) asserts that while constructionism is not objective, it is not wholly 
subjective either, and as such it brings the objective and the subjective together, holding 
them permanently. Crotty (1998) also maintains that “…the epistemology generally found 
embedded in symbolic interactionism is thoroughly constructionist in character” (Crotty, 
1998, p. 4). The ‘Too close for comfort?’ project was ideally suited to both a 
constructivist epistemology and symbolic interaction theory. 
Symbolic interactionism 
Social psychologist George Herbert Mead had three major preoccupations: 
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(1) science as the instrument, par excellence, for the intelligent control of the environment, 
physical and social; (2) the rise and function of socially reflexive behaviour; and (3) the problem of 
maintaining order in a continuously changing social organization – that is, the problem of 
intelligent social control (Strauss, 1956, p. xix). 
  
Mead had no books published during his lifetime, and it is thanks to his colleagues and 
students that we have access to collections of his essays and other writings. Mead’s 
description of the development of the sense of self in the child is deemed his major 
contribution (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986). Mead maintained that through play, the child 
takes on roles, which are many and varied. As well as experiencing herself directly, she 
experiences herself indirectly through the standpoints of other individuals engaged in her 
activities. Strauss (1956) sees Mead’s interpretation of this as being: “… dependant upon 
language and aris[ing] during childhood as a result of participation in groups” (p. xxi).  
The child learns over time that she can see herself through the eyes of others that is, 
objectively as well as subjectively. She can also put herself in the place of the other, 
considering how others think and act.  This phenomenon is known as reflexiveness: “… 
the turning back of the experience of the individual upon himself …” (Morris, 1962, 
p.134). According to symbolic interactionists, humans have a “… capacity to objectify 
self and to ascribe meanings to self like any other object” (Charmaz, 1990, p.1161). Thus, 
reflexiveness or reflectiveness is what sets humans apart from the other animals: “There is 
no meaning without a mind” (Crotty, 1998, pp.8-9). This demonstrates that human actions 
cannot be interpreted as predetermined or merely reactive:  “Symbolic interactionism 
stresses that the world is created through language, interaction and behaviour” (Deegan & 
Hill, 1987, p. 447). The goal of symbolic interactionism is to further an understanding of 
the nature of the social world, rather than to predict social phenomena. Martinez-
Brawley’s (2002) comment that: “The effort to predict has been highly over-rated …” 
(Martinez-Brawley, 2002, p. 301) suggests that increasing our understanding of the 
meanings of social issues and phenomena is a valid research objective. 
 
Herbert Blumer, in an explanatory context of Mead’s work, first used the term ‘symbolic 
interactionism’ in 1937, six years after Mead’s death: 
 
The term ‘symbolic interaction’ refers … to the peculiar and distinctive character of interaction as 
it takes place between human beings … The peculiarity consists in the fact that human beings 
interpret or define each others’ actions instead of merely reacting to each other’s actions … Thus, 
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human interaction is mediated by the use of symbols, by interpretation, or by ascertaining the 
meaning of one another’s actions (Blumer, 1969, p.78).   
 
As a student of Mead’s, Blumer continued the development of the school of thought. He 
identified exploration and inspection as the two parts of the methodology used by 
symbolic interactionists in social research: “… the direct naturalistic examination of the 
empirical social world” (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986, p.17). Blumer (1969) contributed 
three basic assumptions of symbolic interactionism:  
 
The first premise is that human beings act towards things on the basis of the meanings that the 
things have for them …The second premise is that the meaning of such things is derived from, or 
arises out of, the social interaction that one has with one’s fellows. The third premise is that these 
meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretative process used by the person in 
dealing with the things he encounters (Blumer, 1969, p. 2).    
 
The symbolic interactionist perspective has several implications for research. These are 
based on the core requirement that the role of the actor must also be taken by the 
researcher, that is ‘…of putting oneself in the place of the other’ (Crotty, 1998, p. 75). 
This is in contrast, for example, to a phenomological approach in which the researched 
people are studied objectively (Crotty, 1998). A symbolic interactionist approach asserts 
that human behaviour must be examined in interaction, that is, in the natural setting, with 
the consideration of social forces and events affecting behaviour, and shared meanings 
(symbols) identified. This approach has relevance to my research in that my experience as 
a rural woman and as a rural social worker allows me to assume the role of actor in the 
project with ease, in the natural setting of the participants, and with an established 
understanding of our shared symbols. My experience and knowledge means that the 
participants and I share common understanding of the language of rural Australian health 
and welfare practice. 
 
The symbolic interactionist perspective proposes that the researcher must be both 
participant and observer to facilitate understanding of the world from the other actor’s 
perspective. Interpretivists, who have been described as ‘… the seekers after meaning …’ 
(Howe, 1987, p. 49), aspire to describe and understand, or interpret, human reality. 
German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) labelled such interpretation ‘verstehen’, 
which has been defined as: “An empathic understanding from personal experience which 
  
 
37
allows you more fully to appreciate a social problem, an idea, or a relationship …” 
(Kellehear, 1990, p. 82). Verstehen is achieved through  “ … taking advantage of being 
human, putting yourself in the place of the actor, and working out how these 
interpretations were arrived at” (Jones, 1985, p. 93), and is a factor in the acquisition of 
“true sociological understanding” (Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979, p. 8). 
 
Symbolic interactionists suggest that to facilitate the development of knowledge, people 
need to be able to describe their experience in their own words, from their own point of 
view, in their own setting, and the researcher must be able to access such descriptions and 
describe them empathically (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986). The researcher then has a role as 
translator: that is, meanings derived from the experience of being participant-observer 
must then be translated into the language of the research discipline (Chenitz & Swanson, 
1986). Close scrutiny of actors’ interpretations of their interactions is necessary in this 
modality in order to translate the meanings of those interactions. 
 
Symbolic interactionism “… leads the researcher to look closely at the research 
participants’ interpretations of their actions and situations” (Charmaz, 1990, p.1161). It 
takes our everyday experiences and demonstrates their ‘… underlying patterns of 
meaning’ (Deegan & Hill, 1987, p. xi).  From a symbolic interactionist perspective, 
human interactions are the basis for society. As: “… it is only in symbols that meaning … 
can be observed” (Duncan, 1968, p.3), people make sense of their world by the use of 
symbols (mainly language) in their interactions with others. “The most effective symbols 
of meaning humans have at their disposal are words – linguistic symbols” (Jones, 1985, 
p.18).  The meanings actors ascribe to events (interactions) then guide their subsequent 
behaviour. Therefore human action, according to a symbolic interaction standpoint, must 
always be understood as a result of one’s previous experience and interpretation of that 
experience. “Symbolic interactionists optimistically support the possibility of individual 
will and action. It is people who create human behaviour, and it is people who can change 
it” (Deegan & Hill, 1987, p.13).  
 
Symbolic interaction is important to consider in my ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. It 
facilitates a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of rural health and welfare 
practitioners’ experience of personal and professional role boundaries through an 
examination of participants’ experience and the meanings they derived from that 
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experience. As actors in their environments their behaviour is informed by interactions 
with other actors and the use of the shared symbol of language. My interpretation of their 
reports of their interactions will lead to the emergence of a theory that will add to the 
existing body of knowledge with implications for workers, agencies, educators and 
communities.  
Grounded theory methodology 
Symbolic interactionism provided grounded theory methodology with its theoretical 
underpinnings. The methodology was originally developed in the United States during the 
1960s by two sociologists - Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss. The men came from 
different research traditions, with Glaser originally being steeped in the quantitative 
school and Strauss from a qualitative research background. The publication of their book 
‘The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research’ in 1967 
introduced a different approach to traditional research and theory in sociology: “Our basic 
position is that generating grounded theory is a way of arriving at theory suited to its 
supposed uses” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 3). Strauss, with Corbin, further developed the 
methodology through the 1980s, with their joint publication of ‘Basics of Qualitative 
Research’ in 1990.  They maintained that a grounded theory is one that is discovered, 
developed and verified provisionally through systematic data collection and analysis. 
Strauss and Corbin wrote a second edition modifying their approach in 1998, which was 
published after the death of Anselm Strauss. Charmaz (2000) has further developed the 
notion of grounded theory, which she believes to be positivist in nature, asserting that: 
 
Strauss and Corbin’s (1990, 1998) stance assumes an objective external reality, aims towards 
unbiased data collection, proposes a set of technical procedures, and espouses verification. Their 
position moves into postpositivism because they also propose giving voice to their respondents, 
representing them as accurately as possible, discovering and acknowledging how respondents 
views of reality conflict with their own, and recognizing art as well as science in the analytic 
product and process … (Charmaz, 2000, p. 510).  
 
Charmaz (2000) argues for a constructivist grounded theory which she believes moves 
away from the previous more positivist approaches in that the strategies need not be rigid, 
and can focus on meaning and interpretation. 
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Grounded theory has been described as: “… a process of inductive theory building based 
squarely on observation of the data themselves” (Crotty, 1998, p. 78). It can also be 
interpreted in terms of being a ‘bottom up’ methodology in that it begins with a research 
question, the process depends on the concomitant collection and analysis of data, and the 
theoretical framework is developed from the information provided by the participants. 
“Central to grounded theory is an attempt to allow the data to speak, or for the researcher 
to engage with what the data have to say” (Ezzy, 2002, p. 9). This differs from forms of a 
priori research where the starting point is the theory and the data collected either supports 
or fails to support the stated hypotheses.  
Grounded theory procedures 
The procedures undertaken in conducting qualitative research using grounded theory 
cluster around data collection and data analysis. As those processes are carried out 
concurrently, systematic or linear explanations can give a simplistic impression of the 
methodology. The following explanation is an attempt at clearly setting out the 
procedures, but not necessarily the timing of each procedure. The discussion begins with 
the method of sampling and moves through the data collection and coding.  
 
The identification of likely participants in grounded theory research is undertaken in a 
deliberately methodical rather than a random way. The selection of participants depends 
on the information already amassed. This process is known as theoretical sampling, and is 
demonstrated by Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) ‘basic question’:  “What groups or subgroups 
does one turn to next in data collection?” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 47) [their emphasis]. 
The selection of participants involves the researcher attempting to discover variations 
within categories and subcategories in terms of their properties and dimensions, and must 
be carried out with due care to maintain the focus of the study (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
Theoretical sampling characterises the data collection in grounded theory, necessitates 
multiple field trips and: 
 
 … enables the researcher to seek out relevant samples of respondents in order to fully describe 
developing categories, and eventually, to form links between categories which lead to theory 
generation (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986, p. 125).  
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This particular method of sampling occurs where the researcher deliberately collects data 
to check and extend emerging theoretical categories: “Simultaneous involvement in data 
collection and analysis means that the researcher’s emerging analysis shapes his or her 
data collection procedures” (Charmaz, 1995, p. 31). This makes for a rather zigzag 
process: “… out to the field to gather information, analyze the data, back to the field to 
gather more information, analyze the data, and so forth” (Creswell, 1998, p. 57). So what 
may seem on paper as linear is really a circular, backwards and forwards process.  
 
Data collection and analysis is therefore undertaken in such a way that existing categories 
are checked and emerging categories explored. Then those data are analysed in 
comparison with existing data, then more sampling, analysis, sampling, and so on.  
 
This process continues until saturation is achieved: that is, when no new categories are 
emerging from the data, no new information is being added to the existing categories, and 
the relationships among the categories are well developed (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
There is however a caution in the literature about ‘saturation’. Although it seems simple 
enough as a criterion for ending the research project, there is a suggestion that the process 
is not as clear-cut as it at first seems. Beginning researchers are advised to be wary of the 
‘elastic’ nature of saturation, and the ‘seductiveness’ of grounded theory approaches. The 
caution concerns taking care that the data are rich and diverse enough, and that the 
analysis is rigorous enough to: “… have the resonance of intimate familiarity with the 
studied world” (Charmaz, 2000, p. 520). 
 
Throughout the process, sorting of data, including re-examining previous data in the light 
of new ones, memos or ‘theoretical notes’ are written (Strauss, 1987). Memos, which are 
“… meant to be analytical and conceptual rather than descriptive” (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998, p. 217), are notes, or records of analysis. These assist in the conceptualisation 
process of data analysis and represent “… a systematic attempt to facilitate the 
interpretive process that is at the heart of qualitative research” (Ezzy, 2002, p. 71). At 
saturation point, information from the memos is integrated into the draft report document. 
 
The theoretical analysis of data using a grounded theory methodology has been described 
as having six C’s: cause, consequences, covariance, contingencies, context and conditions 
(Glaser, 1978). Cause refers to the origin of the phenomena, or the reasons for their 
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occurrence. Consequences are the product or the result of the phenomena. Covariance 
refers to the variation in relationship between phenomena. Contingencies describe the 
direction of that variance. Context considers social world events and background to the 
phenomena. Conditions are objects that must exist for the phenomena to occur (Glaser, 
1978). Thus, rather than simply describing the phenomena, the researcher searches for 
meaning among the data (Charmaz, 1990).  
 
The data are coded and analysed by the researcher identifying categories (or concepts or 
themes). The categories are then defined, and clusters of interactions and relationships 
between them are discovered (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Simultaneous collection and 
analysis of data is achieved by continuous definition of the relationships between 
categories and their subcategories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This is achieved by 
constantly moving to the field to further explore and compare these relationships, 
searching for new meanings, categories and subcategories in that data, and exploring and 
redefining the relationships (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).   
 
Data analysis in grounded theory is primarily concerned with simultaneous data collection, 
coding and analysis (Charmaz, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). It uses a process of 
constant comparison, analysing and integrating data from descriptive codes to conceptual 
categories. Concepts are then developed and broadened and their relationships examined, 
leading to the identification of at least one central or core category (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998). The literature is explored to assist in analysis, and a theory is generated that has a 
systematic structure, is testable, is acceptable by research participants, and is useful to 
practitioners in the field (Charmaz, 2001).  
 
In using this methodology the researcher collects data in order to develop theory 
grounded in those data. There are many forms and sources of data. They may be the 
spoken word (through interviews, conversations) documents, observations, pictures, 
photographs or film. The focus is on human interaction and its effect on future behaviour: 
“Our interest is in gathering data about what persons do or don’t do in terms of 
action/interaction …” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 177). This approach was chosen for my 
‘Too close for comfort?’ project as conversations and interactions offer opportunities for 
the collection of rich and dense data. The interactions between rural health and welfare 
practitioners and all other actors in their environments are under study in order to 
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ascertain the meanings with which those interactions are imbued, and the effect those 
meanings have had had on the behaviour of the participants. Immersion of the researcher 
in those data facilitates the generation of theory, which adds to the body of knowledge 
about a phenomenon. In my project ‘Too close for comfort?’, the phenomenon of 
personal and professional role boundaries in rural health and welfare practice is under 
investigation. A theory pertaining to the phenomenon will enhance our understanding of 
the experience and behaviour of the participants. The analysis of data is undertaken 
continually using a circular procedure in concert with data collection.  
 
In grounded theory, constant comparative analysis using grounded theory coding 
procedures is a key feature of data analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Analysis is not a 
linear process; it is thematic. That is, the researcher discerns themes within the data, and 
allots names to those themes by way of coding. This is as opposed to content analysis 
which searches for pre-established categories in the data (Kellehear, 1993). The 
theoretical categories identified from the data, and the relationships between those 
categories, are analysed. This process informs the next part of the data collection, and 
then those data are analysed similarly.  
 
Open, axial and selective coding processes are undertaken concurrently. Strauss (1990) 
suggested a number of rules for coding data. I have summarised them in this paragraph. 
The phrases of the data are not merely described. The task is to discover genuine 
categories and name them (at least provisionally). The categories then are related as 
specifically and variably as possible to the items in the coding paradigm. Then the 
categories and sub-categories are related to each other. All of this is achieved on the basis 
of specific data, which are referenced carefully for easy access. Scanning is simplified by 
the use of underlining in transcripts. Once the core category or categories are decided on, 
all categories and subcategories are related to the core. Finally, later, minor or unrelated 
categories can be discarded (Strauss, 1990). While open coding fractures the data, axial 
coding puts them back together again in new ways, by making connections between the 
developing categories and their subcategories; selective coding integrates and refines the 
categories, thereby developing the theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  
 
Fracturing the data and analysing them line-by-line achieves open coding. This coding 
aims to “… produce provisional concepts and dimensions which seem to fit the data” 
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(Alston & Bowles, 1998, p. 199). The creation of codes as the data are studied develops 
the link between the data and the emerging theory. Each line of data is named or 
described, and word-by-word analysis may also be used to seek meanings and contribute 
to the developing codes. Clusters of related codes are then named as categories: 
 
 The first step in developing categories is to make laundry lists … of substantive codes from the 
data … Codes are grouped into clusters … [and] … each cluster is labelled (Chenitz & Swanson, 
1986, p. 122).  
 
Decisions are made throughout the process as to which categories are the most useful 
descriptors of the data: some will be discarded, some will be renamed, and some will 
remain.  
 
Axial coding looks at the analysis of one category at a time, examining the ways in which 
the properties or dimensions relate to the axis of the category (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
This stage of coding needs more interpretation by the researcher. Dimensions or 
properties of the category are named and the researcher begins to identify relationships 
between categories and their subcategories. Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest a coding 
paradigm as an organisational scheme for the data and the emerging relationships. Its 
basic components are conditions, actions/interactions, and consequences (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). Strauss (1990), in an earlier work, had also included a suggested fourth 
component – strategies and tactics, which simplified the actions/interactions component. 
This fourth component was of great value in my ‘Too close for comfort?’ project, as the 
ways (or strategies) in which participants managed their personal and professional role 
boundaries were identified as a property of one category, and a major component in the 
core category.  
 
The integration and refining of categories, through selective coding, is a process by which 
core or central categories are identified. There are six criteria for choosing a central 
category, according to Strauss and Corbin (1998): 
 
1. It must be central; that is, all other major categories can be related to it. 
2. It must appear frequently in the data. This means that within all or almost all cases, there are 
indicators pointing to that concept. 
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3. The explanation that evolves by relating the categories is logical and consistent. There is no 
forcing of data. 
4. The name or phrase used to describe the central category should be sufficiently abstract that it 
can be used to do research in other substantive areas, leading to the development of a more 
general theory. 
5. As the concept is refined analytically through integration with other concepts, the theory 
grows in depth and explanatory power. 
6. The concept is able to explain variation as well as the main point made by the data; that is, 
when conditions vary, the explanation still holds, although the way in which a phenomenon is 
expressed might look somewhat different. One also should be able to explain contradictory or 
alternative cases in terms of that central idea … (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 147). 
  
At times there will be more than one identifiable central category. It has been suggested 
that the best way in which fledgling grounded theorists may deal with this phenomenon is 
to decide on just one and integrate any others through that one core category (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). Integration may be achieved by the use of such tools as memos, diagrams 
and software packages to help demonstrate the relationships between the identified 
concepts. 
 
A grounded theory approach assists my research in that through undertaking this project 
in the light of related theories, the potential exists for the generation of new theory 
specific to the stated problem. Grounded theory is not necessarily only about exploring 
virgin territory, it also seeks to extend and enrich existing knowledge:  
 
Grounded theory does not confront other theories with being wrong or off, nor does it synthesize 
with other theories that seem right on. It does not, because these other works simply become part 
of the data and memos to be further compared to the emerging theory to generate an even more 
dense, integrated theory of greater scope (Glaser, 1978, p. 7).  
 
Thus, a valid use of grounded theory is to open up and investigate existing theories, using 
them in the formulation of new ones (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). There has been little 
research undertaken which specifically addresses the experience of personal and 
professional role boundary issues for health and welfare service providers living and 
working in rural communities. Using grounded theory methodology, with its base in 
symbolic interactionism and constructivist epistemology, provides a useful opportunity 
for the generation of a theory which helps explain the phenomenon in question. 
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This section has discussed procedures associated with qualitative grounded theory 
research. The procedures pertaining to data collection and analysis have been described 
and the importance of constant comparative analysis to the process emphasised. The 
section has also indicated the relevance of such approaches to addressing my research 
questions: ‘How do rural health and welfare practitioners experience the personal and 
professional role boundaries inherent in their daily lives? Can a theory be constructed that 
explains how the providers of health and welfare services manage the personal and 
professional role boundary issues engendered by living and working in rural 
communities?’. The next section looks at the research methods engaged in this 
methodology generally, and specifically in my project ‘Too close for comfort?’.  
Qualitative research methods  
Research methods are the procedures, or the tools, employed by the researcher to collect 
data (Crotty, 1998; Morse, 1999). In qualitative research data collection is extensive and 
often from multiple sources (Creswell, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Such a multi- 
method approach to data collection is known as triangulation and perceived as 
advantageous as: 
 
Each method reveals slightly different facets of the same symbolic reality. Every method is a 
different line of sight directed toward the same point, observing social and symbolic reality (Berg, 
1995, p. 4).  
 
The employment of ‘different lines of sight’ enables a researcher to “achieve broader and 
often better results” (Fontana & Frey, 1994, p. 373). Triangulation became a metaphor in 
the social sciences for multiple data collection modalities in the 1950s, but was extended 
in the 1970s to include multiple methods, theories, methodologies, researchers and so on 
(Berg, 1995). In contemporary research however: “For many researchers triangulation is 
restricted to the use of multiple data-gathering techniques (usually three) to investigate 
the same phenomenon” (Berg, 1995, p. 5). Research methods frequently used in 
qualitative grounded theory studies include focus groups, semi-structured interviews and 
document analysis. Any or all of these methods may be employed in the accumulation of 
information in a particular study leading to data which is: “… more meaningful and 
comprehensive” (Dollard, Winefield, & Winefield, 2001, p. 4). In this project 
investigating personal and professional role boundaries in rural health and welfare 
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practice, all three methods, focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and document 
analysis will be employed to gather information. 
 
The use of focus groups as a research method is not new, but until recently had been 
infrequently used in rural social research (Pini, 2002). Some authors are critical of the use 
of focus groups in data collection in grounded theory studies. For example: 
 
At best, focus group data may be considered disjointed ‘snapshot’ data, poorly suited to grounded 
theory. These data are not in a continuous form and are not best suited for developing grounded 
theory (Morse, 2001, P. 7) 
 
However, when focus groups come together for a discussion of a particular issue at hand, 
they provide a relatively uncomplicated and economical method of collecting information 
(Howe, Degeling, & Hall, 1990; Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1995). They 
provide “… potential for deeper probing and reciprocally educative encounters” 
(Creswell, 1998, p. 83). The group process enables access to a range of experiences and 
opinions with the opportunity for individual and collective discussion and interaction 
enriching the conversation (Pini, 2002). It was for this reason that in the preliminary 
stages of my research the facilitation of a number of focus groups was considered to be an 
excellent way of plumbing the depths of the topic under study. The process introduced 
numbers of participants to the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project and initiated conversations 
among workers, agencies and the researcher. The data obtained in this way was extremely 
useful as a conversation starter for the project. Initial analysis of the data informed the 
progress of subsequent focus groups and the interviews.  
  
The second research method used in my project was semi-structured interviews with 
selected participants. Face-to-face individual interviews can provide privacy and 
confidentiality for workers as well as allowing the opportunity to establish rapport: “The 
major characteristics of the informal interview are its social nature and similarity with 
natural conversation to the group under study” (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986, p. 80). Semi-
structured interviews allow such informality as is conducive to conversations regarding a 
given topic: 
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The content of the interview is focussed on the issues that are central to the research question, but 
the type of questioning and discussion allow for greater flexibility than does the survey style 
interview (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1995, p. 65).  
 
I did not perceive the use of surveys as a research method to be particularly helpful in this 
research project. One reason was that the issue for investigation had potential for the 
discussion of difficult and sensitive issues and I decided that to allow for support of 
participants during the process and to enable more depth in the information gathered, 
semi-structured interviews offered a superior vehicle. Another reason was that the nature 
of grounded theory research with its constant comparative data analysis lent itself far 
more readily to processes that facilitated that analytic style rather than those that would 
most likely impede it.  
 
It has been proposed that in constructivist grounded theory the beginning interview 
questions should be open and general to the topic to stimulate conversation (Charmaz, 
2001). The use of prompts or probing questions allows a deeper understanding of 
responses and the eliciting of further relevant information. Interview conversations 
proceed more easily when gentle prompts and other seeking strategies are employed, 
rather than pre-determined questions (Charmaz, 2001). However, it can be useful to have 
a preconceived idea of how to finish the session when the conversation is over. The 
following questions provide an opportunity to close the interview and at the same time to 
provide acknowledgement of the ‘expertness’ of the participant:  
 
 …  (a) what advice would you have for someone experiencing … (the phenomenon of study)? and 
(b) is there anything else I should know about … (the phenomenon of study) that I didn’t ask? 
(Schreiber, 2001, p. 67). 
  
Forms of the two questions mentioned in the quote above were used in a number of my 
‘Too close for comfort?’ project interviews and elicited further useful information from 
participants. The extra information gleaned thus in the closing stages of the interviews 
provided insights into the data analysis and the formulation of the starting question of the 
following interview.  
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A third approach to gathering data is the use of documents, both technical and non-
technical. The use of technical literature (e.g., journal articles, reference books) as a data 
source is common in qualitative grounded theory research. The literature may be used as a 
primary source, where the data generated through, for example, focus groups and 
interviews is compared to the existing literature as part of the process of constant 
comparative analysis. It may also be used as a secondary source of data, where quotes 
taken from the transcripts and reports of other researchers are subjected to the same 
coding rationale as directly obtained material (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The non-
technical literature (e.g., organisations’ reports, diaries, biographies) has similar relevance 
to that of the technical literature, as well as being used to supplement other information 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In my project I used documents such as the technical literature 
appropriate to the area under investigation, considering how the issues raised by the 
participants related to what was already reported in the literature about health and welfare 
practice in rural areas. I also accessed some non-technical literature pertaining to the 
industry partner organisations (e.g., publicity pamphlets) to improve my understanding of 
the organisations that employed most of the participants in my project.  
 
This section has described research methods pertinent to grounded theory methodology 
namely focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and documents, and how they informed 
the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. The following section addresses the Literature 
Review as a component of the research process, and its place in studies using a grounded 
theory methodology. 
The place of the literature review 
The importance of the existing academic (or technical) literature in research is irrefutable. 
The published literature is the source of information about existing knowledge and 
provides the backdrop to knowledge generation. In verification research, where 
hypotheses or theories are tested and verified, the role of the literature is central to the 
placing of the study in the existing body of knowledge. In discovery research (e.g., 
grounded theory) where the purpose is to: “account for or explain phenomena in the 
social world” (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986, p. 43), the literature is approached as a data 
source.  
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The first grounded theorists advised against going to the literature at all prior to 
commencing work, to enable direct investigation unimpeded by what had gone before 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The reason behind this was to ensure that the participants’ 
contributions were the sole focus from the outset, and that the researcher was not 
influenced by pre-existing information. Such influence was deemed to increase the risk of 
researchers superimposing their bias or preconceived ideas onto their current studies. 
Other authors have also considered the implications of such activity. It has been 
suggested that there are three reasons why a preliminary literature review is unwise: first, 
such a review may lead to premature closure of the investigation due to misconceptions 
gained from the literature; second, that the direction of the literature search may be 
erroneous; and third, the available literature may be incomplete or inaccurate (Stern, 
1985). However, current thought about the use of grounded theory approaches 
acknowledges some advantage to being well informed about the phenomenon under 
investigation: “At the very least, researchers need to be aware of previous writing about 
the topic in order to develop a proposal aimed at adding something new” (Schreiber, 2001, 
p. 58).  
 
A review of the literature is recommended in the beginning stages of a grounded theory 
project as it identifies the diversity of research that has been undertaken with regard to a 
specific phenomenon, and the significance of the proposed research (Chenitz & Swanson, 
1986). Further review of the literature is carried out throughout the process of the study. 
The integration of the developing theory is informed by the literature and the relationship 
of the data to each other and to the literature: 
 
At the end of the research project, the researcher will have a thorough knowledge of the literature 
and will be able to place the theory in context with existing theories and work on the subject 
(Chenitz & Swanson, 1986, p. 45). 
 
Thus a literature review is relevant to the locating of the research in the broad field, but 
becomes more in depth as it relates to the data and the developing theory (Charmaz, 
1990). The use of the literature as a data source is another reason for extensive 
examination of the appropriate literature, both technical and non-technical, in grounded 
theory research. 
 
  
 
50
In this study, a review of the literature was undertaken early in the process and informs 
Chapter One of this thesis, that sets the scene for my ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. 
Ongoing review continued throughout the life of the project, forming an integral part of 
the ‘Discussion’ sections of the ‘Findings’ chapters. Its place there is essential to the 
formulation of the theory. The relationships between the data and the literature comprise 
the integration of the theory into the current body of knowledge. 
Summary and conclusion 
This chapter has articulated the methods of inquiry relevant to this project. From 
constructivist epistemology, symbolic interactionist theory and grounded theory 
methodology, it provides the rationale for my decisions concerning the most appropriate 
ways in which to address the research questions. A discussion of the place of the literature 
in grounded theory research concluded the chapter. Chapter Three further explains the use 
of grounded theory methodology and focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and 
documents in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. 
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Chapter 3 – The research process 
 
In the previous chapter I introduced the methods of inquiry relevant to this project, that is 
symbolic interactionism theory, grounded theory methodology, and research methods of 
focus groups, semi-structured interviews and documents. Chapter Three articulates the 
progression of the research. From its beginnings in the choice of grounded theory as a 
methodology, through ethical considerations, data collection and analysis, and 
introduction to the findings of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. The chapter concludes 
with a brief summary of the process utilised. 
 
The key research questions were: How do rural health and welfare practitioners 
experience the personal and professional role boundaries inherent in their daily lives?  
Can a theory be constructed that explains how the providers of health and welfare 
services manage the personal and professional role boundary issues engendered by living 
and working in rural communities?  
 
In order to answer these questions, the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project utilised a 
grounded theory methodology, which employed a process of constant comparative 
analysis of data using information from a number of sources, to generate a theoretical 
framework. The distinguishing characteristics of a grounded theory methodology include: 
simultaneous data collection and analysis, the creation of codes and categories developed 
from the data, the development of theories to explain behaviour, writing memos (analytic 
notes to prompt further sampling and explore emerging categories), theoretical sampling 
to develop the theory and check the emerging categories, and a literature review which 
was ongoing throughout the process (Charmaz, 1995).  Grounded theory methodology 
was particularly relevant to this project, as with its underpinnings in symbolic 
interactionism, it focuses on people’s subjective experience of their interactions with 
others, the meanings they make of that experience and the impact of those meanings on 
their future choices and behaviour.  
 
The choice of grounded theory methodology in this study was also appropriate in that 
while there were developing bodies of knowledge around rurality, health and welfare 
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practice, dual and multiple relationships and the boundary issues incumbent in them, for 
example, there was little research specifically exploring the experience of practitioners 
and agencies in this context.  
 
The project ‘Too close for comfort’ not only explored the lived experience of rural health 
and welfare professionals, but also offered a rationale, a theory to explain the 
phenomenon. In other words: “A theory usually is more than a set of findings; it offers an 
explanation about phenomena” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 22). It was anticipated that the 
theory that emerged from this study would be of particular relevance to the professionals 
who participated, but also would be of use to other professionals engaged in rural practice, 
their employing agencies, educational institutions, funding bodies, and the field of health 
and welfare practice generally. This fits well within the grounded theory tradition, as: 
 
Researchers working in this tradition also hope that their theories will ultimately be related to 
others within their disciplines in a cumulative fashion, and that the theory’s implications will have 
useful application (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 24).  
 
The generation of a substantive theory grounded in the data from the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project will illuminate the role boundary issues in rural health and welfare 
service provision. It will provide a theoretical framework for consideration by all actors 
engaged in the phenomenon of health and welfare rural practice with its associated 
boundary issues. It is through the use of such a framework that agencies and professionals 
can better understand their situations and identify opportunities for change. A review of 
the professional literature indicated that a grounded theory methodology had not been 
utilised to consider the way that health and welfare service providers experienced role 
boundary issues in the rural context. In addition, little research had been focussed on the 
adoption and management of personal and professional role boundaries in rural health and 
welfare practice. ‘Too close for comfort?’ will redress this situation in partnership with 
community agencies. The findings have the potential to inform professional and agency 
practices within the broad rural health and welfare field: “Grounded theory has a strong 
productive emphasis … it assumes a further contribution to a field” (Glaser, 1978, p. 7). 
As well as contributing new knowledge to the field, the research will provide practical 
implications for all actors. 
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Grounded theory methodology requires that the broad contextual issues that impact upon 
the phenomenon under investigation be considered as part of the theory development 
process, that is: “… within the full range of macro and micro conditions in which it is 
embedded …” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 182). The researcher must, in order to generate 
theory, achieve verstehen, or empathic understanding, and have an extensive 
understanding of the phenomenon at hand to allow such contextualisation:  
 
Grounded theorists recognize that the researcher and her or his experience cannot be removed from 
the process. Some would argue that personal experience with the phenomenon of study is vital to 
the analytic process (Schreiber, 2001, p. 61).  
 
As a rural woman and an experienced rural social worker, I have an understanding of the 
influence of both the micro and the macro factors around the personal and professional 
role boundary issues in this context. The micro factors pertain to the individual person 
and her interactions, and the macro to the bigger picture – the broader environment of 
geography, family, profession, and employer. I am also committed to ensuring the 
acknowledgement of the impact of those boundaries in the consideration of this 
phenomenon. 
 
The organisations engaged in this project provided a range of health and welfare services 
to a diversity of rural people. While each of the industry partner agencies had its base in a 
rural city where they provided services to local people and those who were able and 
prepared to travel, they had also developed sub-offices in, and visiting outreach services 
to, smaller communities. The ‘Too close for comfort?’ project therefore offered a unique 
opportunity to collect data from some major health and welfare service providers, as well 
as from a number of small isolated services, in three rural regions of Victoria, Australia. 
Using these data, it was possible to develop a theory grounded in those data about 
personal and professional role boundary issues for rural health and welfare professionals.  
 
The theory that is generated by this study can also be used for further research around this 
and related phenomena. In addition, the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project’s contribution to 
the rural health and welfare field is likely to have a positive impact on rural communities. 
Through this study, there is potential for deeper understanding of the experience of 
practitioners. By acknowledging and utilising this understanding rural communities may 
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benefit from more appropriately educated, better-supported and more effective health and 
welfare professionals as well as happier, more confident and contributing community 
members. 
Ethical considerations 
Ethical considerations such as ensuring the privacy, consent and confidentiality of 
participants, protection from harm, and avoiding deception and the negative use of 
research (Kellehear, 1993) were vital to the design, field interactions, writing-up and 
reporting of this project. Such considerations as shielding the privacy of participants and 
specific communities or agencies, minimising any likelihood of harm, protecting against 
coercion to participate, and keeping data secure within the confines of the University’s 
policy were taken into account from the beginnings of this study, and persisted 
throughout. 
 
Before commencing data collection, approval for this study was obtained from the Human 
Research Ethics Committee of the University of Ballarat. Ethical approval was then 
obtained from each of the industry partner agencies (Ballarat Health Services; Child and 
Family Services, Ballarat; Grampians Community Health Centre; Wimmera Uniting 
Care).  
 
I am a social worker with many years practice experience in the general region and 
participants were informed of this fact from the outset. This happened on a number of 
occasions, particularly when agencies introduced me to their staff at the commencement 
of the project, and also when I addressed forums, staff meetings and workshops. It was 
reiterated at the start of each focus group and in my introduction to interview participants. 
Given my own history of personal and professional experience in the broader geographic 
context, but the lack of recent participation in the communities under study, I interpreted 
my researcher role as being simultaneously ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ (McGrail et al., 
2005b).  
 
Some positive aspects of being both ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ are that the participants and I 
have shared language, and shared knowledge of local service networks. This shared 
experience has been shown to enhance developing relationships between parties (Field, 
1989), as was also to be the case in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. Potentially 
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negative aspects of a researcher being or having been a practitioner in the same field of 
practice and geographic region as participants included the possibility that established 
close personal or professional relationships with participants might have inhibited their 
wholehearted participation (McGrail et al., 2005a; Pini, 2002).  However, I had had 
limited direct service delivery experience in the precise geographic areas under study, and 
a number of years had elapsed since my most recent employment in the general region. 
Therefore although I knew some of the potential participants, there were none with whom 
I had close personal and/or professional relationships. I was optimistic that our shared 
knowledge of local geography and networks, and of health and welfare practice language 
would lead to relaxed and meaningful interactions. 
 
Given our shared experience and my commitment to protecting against any bias to which 
my interpretations may have been vulnerable, I utilised a number of minimising 
strategies. These tactics included the use of supervision, consultation with colleagues, 
checking and rechecking with individual participants, validating the emerging theory with 
participants, and presenting the developing project at conferences and seminars. 
 
As staff members from each of the participating industry partner agencies comprised the 
majority of participants in this study, access was readily available. Management at each 
agency had informed staff of the study, its nature, and their chance to participate. 
Throughout the study, I was invited to numerous seminars and forums to speak about the 
research and its progress. The interest shown in the project by service providers, both 
workers and managers, was substantial. A number of people who were not employees of 
the industry partner agencies were among those who approached me at these venues 
expressing interest in participating in the research. A small number (five) of these people 
participated in the interview phase of the study. 
 
Participation was voluntary and all participants were self-selected. I was firmly 
committed to avoiding any form of coercion being exerted on potential participants. 
Partner agencies shared that commitment and each agency signed a statement to that 
effect. Any potential participant who felt unwilling or uncomfortable for any reason may 
have declined to be involved from the beginning, or withdrawn at any stage during the 
process. This was made clear to potential participants both verbally and in writing. There 
were no participants who chose to withdraw once they had become involved.  
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Each potential study participant had the aims, purpose and methods of the project 
explained to them in detail, verbally and in writing, prior to obtaining their consent. All 
participants (65 employees of partner agencies, and five who were employed by other 
agencies) provided informed consent in writing prior to their involvement in the study. 
Explanations of the project included information regarding support/debriefing available to 
participants in the event of any distress. It was made clear to participants that they may 
withdraw from the process at any time.  
 
Privacy of participants in this study was deemed exceptionally important. It is especially 
challenging in rural communities to protect the privacy and confidentiality of participants, 
therefore strategies were employed to minimise the chances of communities, agencies or 
participants being identified in the reporting of the findings. Care was taken to ensure the 
privacy and confidentiality of all workers involved in this study. That ethical 
consideration concerned the fact that the information divulged would not be made public 
in any individually identifiable way, or in any way that identified the agency or 
community from which participants came.  
 
One such strategy was that participants were generally not named on audiotape. In the 
case of a name being inadvertently mentioned during interview, it was not transcribed. 
Another strategy was the use of code numbers for tapes, transcriptions and any references 
to the data sources. A further strategy concerned the storage of the data. Data were kept in 
a locked cabinet at the University, and treated in accordance with University policy. The 
strategy regarding feedback to agencies ensured that such feedback was provided in 
aggregate form to minimise any risk of identification of participants. The size and nature 
of rural agencies, coupled with low numbers of professionals from specific discipline 
groups, made this an extremely challenging facet of the reporting of the study.  
 
Special care was also taken in the writing of this text to protect participants’ identities. 
Extensive quotes have been used in reporting the findings because I am in agreement with 
Charmaz (1995), who said that: 
 
I prefer to present many detailed interview quotes and examples in the body of my work. I do so to 
keep the human story in the forefront of the reader’s mind and to make the conceptual analysis 
more accessible to a wider audience …’ (Charmaz, 1995, p. 47).  
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However, this is not at the expense of participants’ privacy. In the ‘Findings’ chapters 
there have been editorial changes made that, while not altering the content, protect the 
identities of participants, agencies and communities. For example, names were not used, 
and place or agency names were used rarely. On some occasions fictitious or generic 
place, personal, agency or organisation names have been inserted to assist with the flow 
of the writing. These are identified by the use of brackets, for example, [xxxxx]. At times 
general comments rather than the words of participants have been used to demonstrate 
particular points. Again this is to minimise the risk of identification of participants, their 
agencies or communities. Those points have been included for the value and richness they 
add to the data, and explanations are provided at those junctures in the text. At all times I 
remained mindful of the need to keep this research process accessible, particularly to 
practitioners in the field and their employing agencies. 
 
There was little or no risk of physical harm to participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ 
project, and all efforts were made to minimise any discomfort on their part. Focus group 
and interview sessions were held at sites negotiated with participants with the emphasis 
being both on their physical comfort, and to minimise any anxiety related to the process.   
 
There was a slight risk of emotional distress, due to the nature of the information being 
discussed. A number of participants wept at times during our interviews but were not 
overly distressed. The tears were usually associated with remembering times that had 
been experienced as distressing to a greater or lesser degree, with talking about sensitive 
issues for the first time, or when talking about happy times and people near and dear to 
them. On each occasion I checked with the participant about their needs at the time. On 
all occasions the incident was short-lived and participants were eager to proceed with the 
discussion. As I have intimated before I am an experienced social worker with training 
and experience in counselling and debriefing, and had the skills to be able to offer support 
and referral if needed. Information regarding other debriefing and counselling options 
(both internal and external to the worker’s employing agency) was available. Participants 
were reminded of the availability of such supports at the time of the event.  
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Data collection 
The population for this study were employees of the four industry partner organisations, 
and some workers employed by other organisations, whose practice was delivered in 
smaller rural communities. All management and staff of Child and Family Services Ararat, 
Bacchus Marsh and Daylesford (sub-offices offices of Child and Family Services, 
Ballarat), Wimmera Uniting Care (Horsham), and Grampians Community Health Centre 
(Stawell and Ararat), plus the social work staff of Ballarat Health Services, and the staff 
of Ballarat Centre Against Sexual Assault (an agency auspiced by Ballarat Health 
Services), were invited to participate. Employees of some other organisations, all of 
whom were sole practitioners, were also involved. All of those organisations provided 
health and welfare services in the Central Highlands, Grampians, and Wimmera regions 
of rural Victoria, Australia. The total population for this study was 372 people, 295 of 
whom were women. Of these 372 people, there were 70 participants engaged in a focus 
group, an interview, or both. 
The process 
People self-selected in a number of ways. I emailed a copy of the ‘Invitation to 
Participate’ to each appropriate staff member of each participating agency, and then quite 
soon after, attended staff meetings at work sites of the agencies. Attendance at these 
meetings allowed me to meet staff members, describe the study (its nature, duration and 
purpose), answer any questions raised by the practitioners, and provide contact details for 
follow up if required. At the staff meetings ‘Plain Language Statements’ and two 
‘Expression of Interest’ forms (one for focus group participation and one for interview) 
were available to interested people, who later returned the forms and/or made contact 
with me for further information. When people at other venues and from other agencies 
approached me at forums and workshops, copies of the ‘Invitation to Participate’, ‘Plain 
Language Statement’, and ‘Expression of Interest’ forms were provided, and those who 
were keen to participate contacted me at a later date. A large pool of potential participants 
facilitated ready access for theoretical sampling.   
 
All participants in worker focus groups attended a focus group at their agency. One 
manager focus group was conducted at an agency partner’s office, and one at a restaurant, 
as negotiated with the participants. Workers who were not employees of the industry 
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partner agencies were involved at the interview stage only and not included in focus 
groups. This was because the focus group phase of the project was completed by the time 
these participants volunteered to be part of the project. Other decisions about the 
sampling process were made during the study itself as the coding procedures were 
employed: subsequent data collection was undertaken by the implementation of 
theoretical sampling, as is usual in the use of grounded theory methodology. Ideally this 
process continues until saturation is reached, that is, until no new themes are emerging 
from the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In this study, due to time constraints, the process 
continued until fewer new themes were emerging, and one core category had been 
identified. 
Research settings 
The worker focus groups were held at the offices of each of the agencies involved. 
Participants in each group were employees of the agency at which each session was held. 
Focus groups comprising the management staff were held at venues centrally located to 
facilitate access for participants from different agencies. The majority of the semi-
structured interviews were also undertaken at the offices of the industry partner 
organisations so as to inconvenience participants as little as possible. Where participants 
expressed a desire for interviews to be held elsewhere, I made appropriate arrangements. 
Four workers requested venues other than their workplaces for their convenience: one 
interview was undertaken at the University of Ballarat; two others chose to undertake 
their interviews at my home; and a fourth chose to meet in an agency building other than 
the one in which they worked. 
Focus groups 
Initially, one focus group of people who had formally expressed interest was held at each 
of the four participating agencies. As interest in the project from within the industry 
partner agencies became more widespread, more groups were conducted. In all there were 
ten focus groups of workers (43 participants), and two of managers (six participants). On 
two occasions, when managers wished to attend the staff groups for a proportion of the 
time, the consent of the other members of the group was obtained beforehand. As 
facilitator, I allowed time for workers to discuss freely the issue at hand by excluding the 
managers for at least some of the allotted time. Management were very supportive of this 
and cooperated fully. In each group session, participants and I met for approximately two 
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hours. I recorded field notes publicly on large sheets of white paper and displayed them 
throughout the sessions to allow verification by the participants. The notes, in the main, 
took the form of direct quotes by participants, and the content and meaning was checked 
with each participant at the time of its recording. At the beginning of each group session 
participants were requested to complete a sheet containing demographic information, but 
which did not identify them by name. 
 
The focus groups addressed workers’ subjective experience of rural health and welfare 
practice and the attendant role boundary issues, as well as employers’ experience and 
interpretation of those issues. The broad topic was ‘Personal and professional role 
boundary issues for rural health and welfare workers’. For discussion by the worker focus 
groups the introduction was: ‘I am interested in your experience of the personal and 
professional role boundary issues you encounter living and working in rural communities. 
Tell me about the personal and professional role boundary issues you encounter in your 
day-to-day life. What’s it like being professionals employed in this context, and also 
individual members of the community?’   
 
Forty-three people participated in these worker focus groups. From demographic 
information provided by the participants, most were women (37 of 43); three quarters 
were currently in an intimate relationship (31 of 43); two thirds had lived in rural areas 
for twenty years or more (29 of 43); and three quarters were aged forty years or more (30 
of 43).  Thirty-four workers had achieved their qualifications since 1990, and twenty-nine 
of them had worked in their present agency for less than five years. Most of these workers 
held some formal educational qualifications (39 of 43), with some in more than one field. 
Half of the participants in these focus groups held an undergraduate degree, with three 
people also holding postgraduate degrees.  Thirty participants held qualifications related 
to welfare practice. These qualifications included eight workers with Bachelor of Social 
Work degrees; two with Bachelor of Arts degrees with Rural Social Welfare majors; six 
with diplomas/certificates in welfare studies; and numerous people with assorted 
counselling, family support, family therapy, community development, and psychotherapy 
certificates/diplomas. The population from the worker focus groups also included seven 
people with nursing qualifications; five people with teaching qualifications; four people 
with certificates in management; and people with qualifications in such diverse areas as 
animal technology, multimedia, and photography. 
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The manager focus groups discussed the same issues, but with the addition of some 
employer-focussed material: ‘I am interested in the impact of personal and professional 
role boundaries on you, as individual workers, and also on your employees. What, if any, 
is the role for agencies in assisting workers to deal with these issues? What, if any, are the 
specific challenges for recruitment and retention of staff that arise from such boundary 
issues?’  
 
Six people participated in the manager focus groups. From the demographic information 
provided by the participants, all but one were women; two were currently in relationships; 
four had lived in rural areas for 20 years or more (with the other two manager-participants, 
nine and eleven years respectively); and five were over 47 years of age. Two managers 
had completed two sets of qualifications: one in the 1970s and one in the 1990s. Two 
others achieved qualifications in the 1970s, and two in the 1990s. No manager had 
worked in their current agency for more than 12 years, and two had been employed in the 
current agency for less than five years. Four of the six managers were social workers; one 
a psychologist; and the other was a welfare worker. Most cited more than one formal 
qualification (five of six manager-participants), with the secondary qualifications being 
teaching, counselling, family therapy, and administration.  
Semi-structured interviews  
Twenty one face to face interviews were undertaken with staff and agency managers, with 
each interview lasting between one and two hours. The interviews were semi-structured to 
maximise the participants’ opportunity to articulate their experience, and to allow further 
probing to gain greater insights. At the beginning of their interview, each participant was 
requested to complete a sheet of demographic information, which did not identify them 
by name. From the demographic information provided by the interviewees, most were 
women (15 of 21); just over half were in a relationship (11 of 21); nearly three quarters 
had lived in rural areas for twenty years or more (14 of 21); and ninety percent were aged 
40 years or over (18 of 21). Nine participants had worked in their current agency for less 
than five years, and nine had achieved their basic qualifications since 1990. Most of these 
workers held some formal qualifications (19 of 21), with some in more than one field. 
Three quarters of interviewees held an undergraduate degree (16 of 21), with five of those 
people holding more than one. One person held postgraduate qualifications, with one 
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other currently engaged in postgraduate study. Thirteen interviewees held qualifications 
related to welfare practice. These qualifications included eight workers with Bachelor of 
Social Work degrees; four with diplomas/certificates in welfare studies; and one in with 
an undergraduate degree in psychology. As in the focus groups, there were also numerous 
participants with assorted other qualifications at all levels: for example, economics, 
management, accounting, nursing, teaching, counselling, and arboriculture.  
 
Eight workers (four managers, four direct service staff) drawn from the industry partner 
agencies comprised the initial group of participants selected for interview. Each 
interviewee in this initial group was asked a broad question, based on the focus group 
data analysis, which outlined the major codes from the focus group open coding, and 
asked for their comments. The aim of this round of interviews was to gather information 
about the widest possible range of aspects of the phenomenon (that is, personal and 
professional role boundary issues in rural health and welfare practice) and the issues 
identified and experienced by workers. The structure and content of subsequent 
interviews was determined during the initial analysis: “Sampling and analysis must occur 
in tandem with analysis guiding the data collection” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 178).  
 
Purposive, nonstatistical sampling was used to select subsequent interviewees, of whom 
there were thirteen, over the following twelve-month period. These interviews collected 
new information about the concepts and categories emerging from the initial analysis (of 
both focus group and interview data), gathered new information about the phenomenon 
under investigation, and involved participants in verifying data and the emerging theory. 
This process of theoretical sampling (where existing categories are checked and emerging 
categories explored) ideally continues until saturation is achieved. In this study, time 
factors were important, and sampling was discontinued at a stage where fewer new 
themes were emerging, the new categories could be incorporated into existing categories, 
and one core category had emerged. 
 
Each session was audio taped, the tape transcribed by me, and the transcript returned to 
the participant with an invitation for feedback for verification. Instructions with the 
returned transcripts were such that, if I had received no response within 14 days, I would 
assume they were satisfactory, and proceed with the data analysis. Eleven of the 23 
interviewees returned their transcripts, and those contained mainly editorial comments 
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with spelling and grammatical errors corrected. Some also provided feedback about the 
process. For example:  
 
Thanks for the opportunity. It was very interesting to re-read this stuff. Thanks again. 
 
Thank you, Raeleene. I have only added pieces for clarity.  
 
Another interviewee rang me after posting the transcript back to clarify that the parts that 
she had marked to be deleted were because she thought they did not make sense, not 
because she did not want them included as data. 
 
Once the transcripts had been returned, the interviewees had made contact with me, or at 
least 14 days had elapsed, I proceeded with the analysis of the transcript data. Further 
verification was undertaken at a time when it seemed that data collection was complete, 
and the developing theory was emerging. I attended staff meetings of participating 
agencies and talked about the findings so far. These sessions were very lively, well 
attended and the information was well received.  Participants who were present confirmed 
that the findings of the study made sense to them, and represented one way of telling their 
stories. This is consistent with:  
 
… in the larger sense, participants should be able to recognize themselves in the story that is being 
told. They should be able to perceive it as a reasonable explanation of what is going on even if not 
every detail quite fits their cases (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 159).  
Documents 
Documents including agency policies (regarding staff recruitment and retention, staff 
welfare and support, occupational health and safety), and the professional literature were 
used as sources of supplementary data in this study.  The agency documentation was 
freely and publicly available. Industry partner agencies provided me with copies of their 
policies relevant to the study which were publicly available. Some agencies had printed 
pamphlets pertaining to the policies available in their waiting rooms and staff rooms; 
others had policy documents either on their web sites or easily accessible on request. The 
professional literature was accessed in the main from university libraries, and, to a lesser 
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extent, the internet (for example, through the use of journal alerts where journals’ tables 
of contents were displayed) from which copies of articles were obtained. 
Data analysis 
The data analysis process has been described in Chapter Two. I have included a brief 
summary here as the process specifically applied to the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. 
In grounded theory constant comparative analysis of data is undertaken in accordance 
with a prescribed system, however “… analysis is not a structured, static or rigid process” 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 58). Coding, memo writing, and the development of diagrams 
may be used to achieve the process, whereby the data are reduced to concepts which 
represent categories. The categories are then further developed and integrated into a 
theory. The transcripts in this study were analysed using the procedures described by 
Strauss and Corbin (1998). That is, data were analysed using the coding methods of 
grounded theory: open coding, axial coding and selective coding. Open coding is the 
process of breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualising, and categorising data. 
The aim of open coding is the development of categories. Axial coding involves 
rebuilding the data (broken down during open coding) in new ways and identifying 
relationships between categories. Some authors have suggested that axial coding is 
unnecessary, and that while it may add complexity it does not necessarily improve the 
analysis (Charmaz, 2001; Glaser, 1992). In this study I included axial coding for two 
reasons: the first was that I was using Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) process as a guide and 
they suggested axial coding as being a useful undertaking as it added a richness and 
density to the data; and secondly, it was the first time I had used grounded theory 
methodology and I was keen to use the coding paradigm suggested by Strauss and Corbin 
(1998). Selective coding involves identifying a core category, systematically relating it to 
other categories, validating those relationships, and filling in categories that need further 
refinement. This process allows the interpretive work achieved throughout the research to 
be integrated into a theory which is grounded in the data, hence ‘grounded theory’. 
Memos 
Memos, which can take several forms, were written throughout the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project. They are conceptual and analytical and serve as records of analysis of 
data coding. My memos in this study were mostly reflective, quite brief and took the form 
of either questions or ponderings. Some examples follow:   
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Is it that the further from Melbourne, the increased likelihood of workers being ‘locals’; likewise 
with the smaller the community, the greater likelihood of workers being ‘locals’? 
 
Dissonance between personal and professional – having to curb/restrict/limit personal because of 
profession? Is it ever the other way around? Do you ever not choose a job because of how you like 
to be out-of-work? 
 
Are the major issues those over which workers have the least personal control (or feel that they 
have little control)? 
 
Notion of professional distance/objectivity with worker as expert …….. Are workers who see 
themselves as ‘more professional’, more committed to professional distance and objectivity and 
are they the ones who have the most challenges in living and working in the same rural town? 
 
The memos were very helpful as they reminded me of points that occurred to me during 
coding, and as well as providing prompts for future interview discussions. The memo 
grammar and spelling were not always correct because often they were written at the 
moment the thoughts entered my head in abbreviated ‘shorthand’. Others were written 
after considerable contemplation as to the most likely meanings of participants’ 
comments, and some were recorded in unusual settings as ideas occurred to me, for 
example, at home in the middle of the night. They became less descriptive and more 
interpretive as the analysis progressed. They started out as stilted and awkward, but as I 
became more experienced and relaxed about their form, they evolved as a very useful tool. 
Memos provided a way of tracking my responses to the data as well as my interpretations, 
and they assisted in the identification of categories and thus the structure of the ‘Findings’ 
chapters.  
Verification of data 
Throughout the process of data analysis, as has been discussed previously, participants in 
the study were involved with verifying the data (through public transcribing and checking 
in the focus groups, and through the return of the transcripts of the interviews), and the 
developing theory (through reports to meetings at each of the industry partner agencies). 
This ensured I had encapsulated the symbolic meaning of the statements made by 
participants as is appropriate to symbolic interactionism and grounded theory research 
approaches. 
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Immersion in the data 
A feature of grounded theory data analysis is that of the researcher immersing herself in 
the data. This was partly achieved in this study by the decision to proceed with the 
analysis manually rather than utilising computer software.  It was also partly achieved by 
a system of exposure to the data. Field notes were taken during focus groups, and after 
each group session some time was spent in reflection and note-making to remind myself 
of the proceedings. The notes taken during the sessions and verified by the speakers 
specifically and by the group generally were transcribed after another reading. Interview 
tapes were listened to later in the same day in which the interview was undertaken, again 
within the next few days, and again (sometimes more than once) during transcription.  
Transcripts were read and re-read at least twice before coding began, and on numerous 
other occasions throughout the process. This familiarisation (or immersion) was so 
successful that now, months after the final interview, when I read the transcripts which 
are identified by code only, I know who was speaking, can almost hear their voice, and 
can picture them during the session.  
The coding process 
Constant comparative analysis means that the three sorts of coding (open, axial and 
selective) are being undertaken simultaneously, and at the same time as further data are 
collected. The process is not linear and similarly, although this text may give that 
impression, that is not the way these data were approached. 
 
The focus group data were open coded after each focus group, with the codes from those 
data checked in the following focus group, and any new codes identified. After the 
completion of the focus group phase, the interviews were undertaken using the codes 
initially suggested in the focus groups for the beginnings of interview conversations. 
Novel information from each interview was utilised in subsequent interviews, and the 
outcomes of those discussions again coded along the lines of the grounded theory process 
recommended by Strauss and Corbin (1998). Other authors suggest slightly different 
processes as well as having different names for the coding types (Charmaz, 2001; Chenitz 
& Swanson, 1986; Glaser, 1978; Schreiber, 2001). The decision to use Strauss and 
Corbin’s (1998) model as a guide was based on their history and experience in grounded 
theory research, and the accessibility of their procedures in their book ‘Basics of 
Qualitative Research’. Strauss and Corbin (1998) also suggest the use of their model as a 
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guide only, commenting that flexibility and adaptiveness are hallmarks of the 
methodology, and stressing the importance of creativity on the part of the researcher 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
 
In the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project, all types of coding from the interview phase were 
undertaken simultaneously. This means that each unit of data was subjected to all three 
coding procedures, and as new data were collected each unit was compared with each of 
the preceding units to ascertain the emergence of novel information. 
Summary and conclusion 
This chapter has set out the ways in which this project was undertaken. It has propounded 
the issues around ethical considerations, the collection and analysis of data according to 
grounded theory methodology, and the system by which I immersed myself in the data to 
enable intimate understanding and optimal interpretation of the language and meaning of 
those data. The chapter will also introduce the ‘Findings’ chapters, to facilitate easier 
navigation through those large sections of the thesis. The next chapter, Chapter Four, is 
the first of those ‘Findings’ chapters and expounds one category. 
Introduction to the ‘Findings’ chapters 
The chapters which expound the findings of the ‘Too close for comfort’ project are 
Chapters Four, Five, Six and Seven. Each of the following three chapters (Chapters Four, 
Five and Six) describes a category identified from the data. The fourth ‘Findings’ chapter 
(Chapter Seven) discusses the core category, which evolved during the analysis process. 
The structure of the first three of the ‘Findings’ chapters is such that they begin with the 
data pertaining to a particular category, its properties and the dimensions of those 
properties. The chapters end with a discussion of those data and that category with regard 
to the relevant professional literature. The core category is described and analysed in 
Chapter Seven, which includes its properties and dimensions, and a discussion of those 
findings in relation to the appropriate literature. The theory that emanated from the data of 
this study is described in ‘Chapter Eight - Integration and conclusion’. The relationships 
between the theory, the core category and the other categories and the literature are also 
expounded in Chapter Eight.  
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Chapter 4 - Category: Valuing belonging 
 
The previous chapter described the process of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ research, and 
introduced the ‘Findings’ chapters of the thesis. This chapter describes the category 
‘Valuing belonging’. It reports my interpretation of participants’ stated experiences of 
‘belonging’, the ‘value’ that they ascribed to belonging, and the ways in which their 
experiences relate to the existing literature. Elucidation of the properties of this category 
forms the structure of this chapter. It relates participants’ experiences of valuing 
belonging both to place and to people. It also explores their notions of community and 
their place within it. The elucidation is achieved by exploring each dimension of each 
those properties using direct quotes from the stories of participants. The chapter 
concludes with a discussion of the ways in which the data relate to the literature and to 
each other. 
 
Participants in this study talked about belonging, about feeling connected, and about 
being related to place, and to people. For the purposes of this study, that has been 
interpreted as having a sense of belonging. The coding process utilised was described in 
the previous chapter. The category, ‘Valuing belonging’, emerged through the process of 
axial coding as the data revealed the importance that participants placed both on their 
localities and their social networks. Aspects of the codes ‘Rural’, ‘Community’, 
‘Local/cosmopolitan’, ‘Family’, ‘Friends’, ‘Agency’, ‘Peers’, Advantages’, 
‘Disadvantages’, ‘Professional’, ‘Gossip’ and ‘Networks’ were identified as participants 
indicating a sense of belonging and a sense of the importance to them of fitting in.  
 
Two properties of ‘Valuing belonging’ were determined. The property, ‘Place’, had 
dimensions of ‘Rurality’, ‘Settling in and staying on’, and ‘Advantages and disadvantages 
of belonging’. The property, ‘People’, had dimensions of ‘Family, friends and others’ and 
‘Professional connections’. A diagram of this category is in Appendix A. 
Property: Place 
The first property of the category, ‘Valuing belonging’, to be explored was ‘Place’. It was 
not necessarily the more important of the two. The dimensions of ‘Place’, which will be 
discussed individually and in the following order, are ‘Rurality’, ‘Settling in and staying 
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on’, and ‘Advantages and disadvantages of belonging’.  Preceding that discussion is an 
introduction to the property, ‘Place’, and to the participants’ descriptions of their feelings 
of belonging to geographic localities. 
 
Feeling as though they belonged was important to participants. They talked about the 
things they liked about their environments, both in terms of aesthetics and familiarity of 
function. They spoke of being comfortable, and of appreciating that their locale was 
familiar, that they were a part of it, and that that feeling contributed to their sense of 
belonging. The following quote demonstrated this sense of comfort and familiarity, with 
the value the participant placed on belonging summed up in the final sentence: 
 
By the time I get home, I’ve gone through probably up to about ten different areas, and there’s lots 
of farming enterprises that I go past, and there’s always something interesting and new happening 
– like it’s just finished lambing time at the moment, so you’re seeing lambs around, and then 
you’re seeing the crops come up, and then it will be harvest time, and then there’s lots of water 
around, so you can see how much water’s around, and then the days will get warmer, and you’ll 
see the green starting to turn to brown, and things like that. And that might seem like nothing to 
most people, but that’s my type of meditation – just seeing what’s happening out in our 
environment, seeing what’s changing, and how the seasons do effect it. That’s my way (P721). 
 
The value this participant placed on belonging to place was demonstrated by the way she 
talked about the soothing effect of travelling through her rural environment, and the 
impact that had on her as part of her normal daily life. This participant had lived in rural 
Victoria all of her life. She was not living or working in her community of origin during 
the process of this study. However, her knowledge of the local rural seasons and 
awareness of local environmental features contributed to her sense of familiarity and 
belonging to a place other than her home. Feelings of belonging in a place took time to 
develop for all participants who had moved into a new locality, whether they had their 
roots in rural or non-rural environs.  
 
Participants who were new to rural life described the acquisition of familiarity. They 
talked about the process of trying to fit in socially and professionally, and coming to feel 
as though they felt accepted and comfortable, and as though they belonged to the place: 
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My newness to place I think also works in my favour because I don’t get blasé. I haven’t 
developed relationships with community people with different hats on – yet. I mean I do in degrees. 
It’s not like: ‘Oh do you know so and so …’ stuff. I can’t do that. I just don’t have it because I 
don’t know people that well to feel able to do that at any level yet – whether it’s socially or not. I 
don’t have the connections (P221). 
 
… what we had to try and prove to people originally was that we were just average people … but, 
you know, we were quite marginalised (P522). 
 
Participants new to a community acknowledged that coming to feel as though they 
belonged was likely to be a long and protracted process, let alone attaining the status of 
local. Yet becoming a local, belonging to the place, was something to which they aspired. 
Participants like those quoted above had similar experiences in trying to move into new 
rural areas and establish themselves within the local community. The participant quoted 
in the above passage also talked about feeling isolated and different during the early 
stages of their rural experience and feeling on the margins of the social and professional 
scene. Both recent arrivals and long term rural residents identified settling in as an 
individual process, dependent on many internal and external factors. These factors are 
described later in this chapter. One of the participants quoted above had lived in rural 
areas for a considerable number of years having moved from a city. The other participant 
quoted was quite recently arrived from another rural area, and had moved around a lot. 
Yet their experiences in moving to a new place and beginning to belong to that place bore 
many similarities, such as feeling ‘new’, trying to fit in, and overcoming their initial 
feelings of being ‘outsiders’.  
 
The ways in which participants valued the places in which they lived became increasingly 
obvious as the data collection and concurrent analysis proceeded. The property, ‘Place’, 
emerged as a reflection of this interpretation. The dimensions of this property, which will 
be discussed individually and in the following order, are ‘Rurality’, Settling in and 
staying on’ and ‘Advantages and disadvantages of belonging’. 
Dimension: Rurality 
The first dimension of the property, ‘Place’, was ‘Rurality’. This dimension ranged from 
participants who described themselves as having lived in rural areas for most or all of 
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their lives, to those who said they were newly arrived. It explored how people made 
decisions to live where they lived, what rural living meant to them, and illustrated how 
they came to feel as though they belonged in their rural communities. 
 
In understanding ‘Rurality’, it is useful to consider the length of time the participants in 
this study had been resident in rural areas. The knowledge the participant group brought 
to the discussion by way of their lived rural experience added a richness and variety to the 
data. There was a range from one year five months, to 63 years 10 months of rural living. 
Twenty-seven of the 70 participants stated that they had lived in rural areas all of their 
lives, although not necessarily in the same geographic location as at the time of their 
contribution to this study. Of those who had not lived all of their lives rurally, many had 
been born in rural areas, and then had lived for varying lengths of time in the city, before 
returning to rural areas. Nearly half of the participants in this study (n = 30) had lived in 
rural areas for more than 30 years in total, with 46 of the sample of 70 having lived 
rurally for more than 21 years. Eight participants had lived in the rural areas for between 
11 and 20 years, and 16 participants for less than 10 years. Of the 16 people resident in 
rural areas for less than 10 years, seven had less than five years rural experience in total. 
These figures indicated that while more than half (n = 43) of the participants had lived in 
both rural and non-rural settings during their lives, their current choice was to live and 
work in rural areas.  
 
Participants’ sense of belonging to a rural area was often more general than specific. That 
is, of being a rural person, as opposed to belonging to a specific geographic location: 
 
… I’m from the country myself, born and raised in the country (P421).  
 
Examples similar to this quote are common in the data. Participants talked about how 
important they felt it was for workers to be able to identify with their rural clients. 
Implicit in this was an assumption that only rural people could really understand what it 
was like to live in rural areas and be a ‘rural person’. Which rural area the worker had 
come from usually was not of any great import, but the fact that the professional knew 
what rural life was all about was the important point. Participants talked about the 
importance of being able to empathise with their rural clients. Those describing 
themselves as locals talked about the fact that the difficulties peculiar to rural life affected 
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them in the same way that they affected their clients. As members of their local 
communities, they shared in the challenges. For example, the impact of the current 
drought: 
 
… I live on a farm myself, you know, and this is about the eighth year of limited income … and 
our debts are pretty huge (P111). 
 
Participants at times identified very closely with the communities in which they lived and 
worked. Feelings of belonging, of being connected and of having a place in the 
community were expressed. Participants demonstrated the value they placed on belonging 
by statements such as the following: 
 
I’ve got somewhere that I belong. I belong here. It’s my home (P421). 
               
              P: You know what’s going on around the place 
              [R: And that’s in the small community?] 
              P: And you know what’s happening … 
              [R: And you feel part of it?] 
              P: Yes. Yes, you belong, and for that I don’t mind (P511).  
 
Participants may have lived in more than one rural locality over a number of years, and at 
times seemed to identify more generally with the broader rural community than their 
immediate locale. Participants’ knowledge of surrounding districts, neighbouring towns, 
and the people living nearby was a feature of our discussions.  
 
Participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project saw themselves as being different to 
city practitioners, both in their attitudes and in their work practices. This was mostly 
based on assumptions about city practice: 
 
And we’ve got social workers in the country that, you know, could be sitting down counselling 
someone, or they could be helping them paint the wall of their house at the same time while 
they’re doing it, and that is real [hesitation] interaction …I think it would be very different to work 
in the city (P111). 
 
The participant paused during this passage seemingly seeking the right word to convey 
the meaning. The preceding quote is indicative of the way that some participants, who 
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reported never having experienced city practice, tended to assume that city practice was 
office based, formal, superficial and impersonal compared with their rural reality. A 
number of features of perceived difference between rural and non-rural were identified. 
For example, the imprecise nature of ‘directions’ where street addresses did not apply: 
 
It’s like, you know: ‘We’re past the red letter box on your left, and then there’s a huge gumtree. 
Well you go past that, and it’s the double gates on your right. And then you go up a bit …’ (P111). 
 
This demonstrated one of the practical challenges of rural practice identified by 
participants. Allocating time for home visits involved considering travel time and location 
time. In areas with limited mobile phone coverage, ringing and checking directions was 
not always an option. The use of landmarks, both natural and built, was a feature that 
participants mentioned as demonstrating difference between rural and non-rural practice.  
 
Another example of the perceived nature of city practice was this comment by another 
participant: 
 
And so some of the lessons of being a rural worker too is that … sometimes you’ve just got to 
drink the crappy coffee out of the coffee cup; and you gotta sit on the floor with the maggots 
crawling on the floor; and you’ve gotta pat the dog; and hold the baby; and cuddle the kids with 
head lice… (P321). 
 
The assumption made by this participant was that non-rural workers practiced exclusively 
in their offices, and that home visits were the exclusive domain of the rural practitioner. 
 
Participants talked about the close nature of rural community life, and the fact that 
everybody in rural communities was accountable all the time, and to everybody else. This 
phenomenon was described in terms of the closeness and depth of small community 
relationships: 
 
Everything’s closer and deeper therefore everyone’s more accountable – which can be all right. It 
doesn’t make it all harmonious or utopia, just all right (PFG6). 
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Participants who had experienced city practice spoke of some of the differences between 
that and their rural experience. The nature of practitioner accountability was one 
difference identified by such a participant: 
 
The accountability’s different, I think. In the city no one has any connections with anyone else that 
I see. They’d just be a person who walks in, and I’d see them. Sometimes I’d work for a few 
months with someone, but I didn’t know anyone else they knew … I only knew what they told me. 
Accountability is that you can’t muck up. You know, you muck up with someone in the city and 
you’re never going to see them again. Not that I did very often, you know, but here there’s no 
getting away from it, you’ve got to face up to it and you’ve got to go and deal with it (P411). 
 
Another example of the different realities of rural practice compared with their experience 
of city practice was the observation that generally speaking, the only role in which a 
practitioner saw a client in the city was in the client role. The opposite of course also 
applied, and the only role in which a client knew a practitioner may have been in that 
professional role. In rural practice, due to the close nature of communities with smaller 
populations, the multiple roles and relationships of human existence overlapped and 
intertwined. For example: 
 
I’m a bit of a Jiminy Cricket for a few people around town because they actually see me come in 
the room, and they come up to me and say: ‘Oh hi. I’m only out because the kids are in care for 
two hours and I’m just out having a quick drink at the pub while they’re ……’ And I’m like: ‘It’s 
ok!’ [laughter] So I have a bit of a … I’m not sure … I wouldn’t say a Hitlerish role, but I certainly 
think sometimes that I’m a bit like a … you know: ‘Each to his own, that’s fine, you be what you 
want to be’. So I’m warm with it, but there’s also that side of it that they’re also aware, and know a 
bit too much about me. Examples in youth would be things … such as knowing that you’re single 
or you’re separated, or whatever. Female clients would use that more in the term that if I was 
discussing with them their marital situation, they may pull things out like: ‘Well, you’ve been 
divorced; you know what it’s like’ or ‘You had an arsehole of a husband’, because they would 
know who he was. You know, some locals would know that (P321).  
 
The laughter during this part of our conversation seemed to contain some genuine humour, 
but there was a discomfort as well. That discomfort or even embarrassment may have 
stemmed from the participant’s awareness that, for the client, there could never be a 
person-to-person interaction between them, because even in public, and even out of work 
hours, the client would always perceive the participant as their worker. Even though, the 
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worker goes on to say, there are no judgements made or expectations around clients’ 
social habits on her part.  
 
The issue of multiple roles and relationships is discussed at length elsewhere in this report 
and so is mentioned only briefly in this section. It was evident that participants rarely 
reported this phenomenon as being too much of an inconvenience. For some, it provided 
the impetus for them to seek work outside the small communities in which they lived. For 
others, it was more like a fact of life that they dealt with as individual situations arose. For 
yet others, it contributed to their sense of belonging to the community, notwithstanding 
the occasional discomfort. 
 
Participants spoke of changes in rural life over past decades, and how the social 
predictability (and security) of belonging to a rural community had changed: 
 
You know, the whole system’s changed. Where once you’d live on the farm, the kids’d take over 
the farm, you’d move into town, you’d die in the nursing home, you know? It was pretty well set 
down in concrete. But now those nursing homes don’t exist in the little towns you know, so they 
have to go to the bigger towns (P711). 
 
Government policy and climatic conditions had played significant roles in such changes, 
and participants in the main were accepting of both, while acknowledging the losses 
incurred by rural communities. For example: 
 
But there’s a lot of towns that didn’t recover from the economics and the budget. Crappy isn’t it, 
but there you go (P812). 
 
… a lot of people would put it down to the drought, because we’ve had,  you know, a fairly long 
period of dry. Certainly that does impact on the money. Money gives you choices. It is so dry, so 
dry now and you know the forecasters’ saying the rain we did have that saved our bacon last year, 
we won’t be getting that again for another three or four years … (P111). 
 
Another experience described by practitioners was that of returning to a rural area to work 
after a period of absence. Participants who spoke of a return reported it on the whole as a 
positive experience. One worker talked about having grown up in a town and leaving 
home for work and education. On returning to that same town as a professional a number 
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of years later, she found that it was comfortable for her, and seemingly quite comfortable 
for her client group, and other community members. She explained: 
 
They all knew who I was, and who I belonged to, and that I was definitely the person they were 
thinking of … and I have a few people I work with who I went to school with, and they actually 
have said: ‘We prefer to talk to you, because we know you’ (P721). 
 
Participants not only spoke in general terms about rural areas and small communities, a 
number, some from city origins and some from rural areas, talked specifically about the 
beauty of the natural environment. Countryside (mountains, bush, plains), birds 
(cockatoos, parrots), animals (fauna, sheep), plants (flora, gumtrees) and waterways 
(stream, river) were all mentioned as part of the value they placed on belonging to rural 
communities. Some mention was made of the recreational attributes of the region; other 
workers appreciated the rural air and other geographic and environmental features. One 
participant summed up all of these opinions: 
 
And often I look out here, and these lemon-scenteds [gum trees] in front of me have got yellow 
and black cockatoos, and then tumbling through, almost every day comes this really lovely bunch 
of parakeets, and there’s all sorts of lovely things like that, that float past my window. If I was on 
the other side [of the building], I could look at the mountains, so you know, it’s not bad, and it’s 
got real air! (P522). 
 
Some participants had made conscious decisions to move from the city to these parts of 
rural Victoria specifically for the natural environment, and the benefits they believed it 
offered: 
 
We had, my wife and I, discussed at different times whether we wanted to continue living in the 
city … or move to the country … and we both concluded that that we would prefer to live in the 
country. And then it just became a case of: ‘Well, where in the country are we going to go to?’ 
And what drew us to this region was the mountains (P 331).  
 
Some were single people, others had partners and children; some had prior links with the 
region, others were total newcomers. All of them had different reasons and experiences. 
Some participants spoke of family links to the area, even though they personally had 
never before lived outside of metropolitan areas. For example: 
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I was brought up in the city but my grandfather is from the broader region, and my father is from 
up north, so there’s family all through this area… (P711). 
 
This person’s family links with the area in which he had chosen to live and work as an 
adult were a prime motivating factor for his move from the metropolis to that specific 
rural environment. Another factor in these decisions was participants’ positive memories 
of childhood experiences when visiting family members in rural locations. The rural area 
was therefore familiar and attractive. This participant claimed that his family connections 
to the region in which he lived at the time of his involvement in this study had contributed 
to the formation of an attachment to the geographic area:  
 
My grandfather was an avid historian. He really gave me that love for this district: the history, the 
plants and all that sort of stuff (P711). 
 
Another participant who moved from non-rural areas to rural localities did so in large part 
because she felt that the rural environment was a better place to bring up children. She 
explained: 
 
… that’s one of the things I really like about being here with children, is that I feel that a child 
growing up here – you don’t get away with doing anything wrong. Someone is going to have seen 
you do that. And you’re going to have to answer for it, and there’s a higher degree of honesty. 
That’s why I’m here (P411). 
 
What the participants who had moved from non-rural to rural areas had in common was 
that, no matter where they came from, not one person mentioned as an option moving 
(back) to the city. They felt that they belonged to the communities in which they lived, 
and valued that belonging. An associated issue arising from these discussions however, 
was the fact that if you had sold your house in a metropolitan area to move to a rural 
locale, financially it was very difficult to move back. One participant from a small town 
described this thus: 
 
… it’d be impossible for me to move back to Melbourne – I mean, we couldn’t afford to buy a 
house in Melbourne now. So that’s just not an option for me. Even to move to a large country 
centre would be hugely difficult (P331).  
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One participant described the above phenomenon as being stuck, but apart from 
acknowledging that reality of their situation gave no sense of concern about it and went 
on talking about something else.  
 
Summary 
In the dimension, ‘Rurality’, the important factors appeared to be the length of time that 
participants had lived in rural areas, how they came to live where they lived, and how 
they felt about where they lived. They wanted to ‘belong’ and valued ‘belonging’. 
Participants who had always lived in rural areas experienced similar challenges when they 
moved to a new rural area as did participants who moved from non-rural areas. 
Participants in the latter group were also committed to remaining in rural areas for their 
foreseeable futures, as they valued the environment and the lifestyle opportunities. The 
process by which participants came to feel as though they belonged to their communities 
is considered in the next dimension: ‘Settling in and staying on’.  
Dimension: Settling in and staying on  
The second dimension of the property, ‘Place’, was ‘Settling in and staying on’. This 
dimension ranged from not feeling as though you belonged, to feeling like a local and 
having a place in the community. ‘Not feeling as though you belonged’ included the 
factors that influenced the choice of a particular rural area, through the process of 
becoming a local, and eventually to feeling like a local. These factors that influenced how 
long a participant would remain in the rural area in which they lived.  
 
This dimension also illustrated how participants talked about the process of belonging, or 
coming to belong to a community, and the language they used to describe that 
phenomenon. Their descriptions indicated the intensely personal, individual, and 
subjective nature of their experiences.  
 
Newcomers, or those participants who had moved to a new area within approximately the 
previous five years, alluded to the time it took to settle in – to start to feel comfortable and 
as though you belong, and the fact that it was a reciprocal process. For example:  
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I think by and large, I don’t believe a lot of the creeds that country people talk about. You know, 
like: ‘We’re country people; we look after our own’ or ‘We’re country people, we don’t have any  
problems, and we’re all friendly and we’re all lovely’. That’s certainly not the case. You have to 
earn, like in any community, you have to earn whatever respect, or whatever friendship you might 
get. But that sort of isn’t a problem really. I believe that that’s what you should have to do anyway, 
so that’s ok (P522). 
 
Some participants in this study described the settling-in process as almost surreptitious in 
a way, in that it happened without them realising it: 
 
But you know, I did notice the other day [laughing] that someone had left their rubbish bin out, and 
it’s not really the kind of thing that concerns me. It’s not even the kind of thing that I think of 
myself noticing in the world … And when it happened the other day: ‘Oh they didn’t get their 
rubbish bin in …’ so I’m transforming … I’m becoming a local [laughter] (P411). 
 
The laughter here indicated the humour this participant saw in her description of her 
situation. She thought that it was amusing that the aspects of rural life that had confronted 
her earlier in her rural experience were now ‘rubbing off’ onto her, and influencing the 
way in which she lived her life.  
 
Participants also talked about the scrutiny they felt they were under initially when they 
moved to the locality, the impact that scrutiny had on them, and the result of persevering 
with their new lifestyle: 
 
… as a newcomer you get scrutinised a lot, and I certainly felt that my first twelve months of work 
I was intensely being watched and I actually felt a little bit stressed by that … and I got through it 
basically, and now that I’ve been here a couple of years, well, I’m in like Flynn. You know, it’s 
great … but I think the first twelve months were very very hard (P711). 
 
Participants in this study who were still in that situation described it similarly. Some of 
those with more rural experience told of newcomers to their communities whose stories 
had had different endings: 
 
A lot of people from the city have come and stayed for a while, and then moved again. You can’t 
always be sure of the reasons. Sometimes they stand out so much you know they’re not going to 
stay (P231). 
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Participants spoke of those people not in a judgemental way, but in a way that I 
interpreted as acceptance. They talked about those workers they had known who had 
moved on: locals understood the process, and the rationale behind those workers leaving 
the district. That is, participants were aware of the challenges of settling into new 
communities and appreciated that not all newcomers would remain in that place. 
 
The choice of geographic area to which to relocate often had, as has been explained 
previously, been influenced by not only ideas of what life in rural areas was like, that is, 
lifestyle factors, but also by the attraction of the natural environment. Participants spoke 
of the importance of having reasons other than employment for moving out of the city. 
They talked about reasons such as leisure and sporting activities, family connections, and 
a rural lifestyle. For example: 
 
… make sure you move to the country with an interest outside your job…I moved to this region … 
for a whole bunch of other reasons specifically. So my advice would be to people to move to an 
area that you want to be in for a whole bunch of different reasons, apart from work. Because then 
you can actually sit down and understand why you’re there (P711). 
 
Participants who were long time rural dwellers were of the opinion that there were few 
instances where city people (their co-workers) had moved to their rural area for a specific 
job. They felt that people in the main tended to move to new rural areas as a result of 
lifestyle choices rather than for a particular job. There was an assumption by participants 
that if workers’ partners had moved for a specific job, then the other partner (their 
colleague) would look around for work in that area as well. The move came about as a 
result of the couple having made a lifestyle choice. The people making this point were 
talking about women, who, in the main and in their experience, comprised the health and 
welfare workforce in their areas. One participant demonstrated this: 
 
To be honest with you, [city workers] don’t tend to come at all. They come if their spouses come 
for work, … but I don’t think there’s really many jobs where people have come from the city for 
these particular jobs (P231). 
 
Participants had developed their own ways of rationalising the situation with regard to 
jobs, lifestyle preferences and the ways in which women in particular made life choices. 
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There was a sense that participants’ assumptions were based on traditional roles for 
women within their intimate relationships, including sexual orientation. They considered 
that the majority of workers in rural health and welfare services were women in 
heterosexual relationships, and that where they lived and worked depended on their male 
partners’ employment. Thus when male partners had opportunities to move on, perhaps 
for promotion, their female worker/partners went with them. 
 
There was a confidence that finding some employment anywhere was achievable. Some 
participants already had jobs when they moved; others took months to find employment 
in their preferred occupations. Other participants had retained some work in the city or 
elsewhere, commuting until appropriate local employment was forthcoming; still others 
reported remaining underemployed due to funding structures and recruitment decisions 
made by agencies. This latter point is discussed elsewhere in this report under ‘Finding 
the staff that you need’ and ‘Keeping the staff that you find’.  
 
There were more personal and social reasons for relocating than employment. Moving to 
the rural setting to find employment elusive in the non-rural locality was not mentioned 
by participants in this study. For example, some spoke of moving for reasons of a 
seachange: that is a major transformation involving a move to live in a radically different 
environment. This in Australia recently has mainly meant a move from the city to live at 
the coast. (Or, as the media recently and more accurately defined in inland geographic 
areas like those represented in this study: a ‘treechange’). These transformations were 
accompanied by certain challenges. One such challenge mentioned by a number of 
participants was social isolation. One local participant was not surprised at the difficulties 
encountered by newcomers: 
 
… it’s usually women, who are maybe 45-50 …[hesitation]… newly single and looking for the 
seachange. And this is not the place to have the seachange I don’t believe (P522). 
 
The hesitation here was while the participant considered what was being said and maybe 
was searching for the right words to convey the meaning. I interpreted the meaning in this 
quote to be about the participant being critical of those workers who they thought had 
made ill informed decisions about relocating to their particular rural area.  
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One participant, newly arrived from the city, was surprised at how socially isolated she 
felt. She talked about missing her established social and family relationships, and the 
shortage of leisure and recreational opportunities in her new town.  She was surprised at 
how difficult it had been to develop social relationships, and how in that regard, rural life 
was not at all as she had anticipated: 
 
The social limitations of country life are a surprise. I need social outlets and I need to develop 
them (PFG9). 
 
Another more experienced rural participant spoke about how he was going about settling 
in to a new rural area: 
 
So I’m aware of how I’m part of community, in ways that even with my knowledge and 
understanding of processes, I’m still very vulnerable to feeling very out of it. It’s quite hard. I 
mean I’ve found the past few months quite hard socially. But at the same time, I say: ‘Well, just 
hold fire. Just give it time’. I’m not going to rush this; I’m not going…I don’t go down the pub; I 
haven’t joined any clubs yet – although I could. I’m just trying to be comfortable with me, in my 
own space, and letting things evolve, I guess (P221). 
 
For a number of participants, the communities in which they lived and/or worked were 
very small, and they may have been the only newcomers to the town or district in recent 
years. For some, their positions were newly created and they were the first practitioners of 
their discipline to be based in their communities. This raised further issues for those 
workers in that not only did they have the challenges of settling in to a new community, 
but the different challenge of defining a professional role and demonstrating its usefulness 
for community members.  
 
Often larger agencies had workers in a number of different geographic areas, or towns, 
while their main office was in a larger centre. For this group, settling in had even more 
challenges. There were colleagues locally to get to know, and there were even larger 
numbers of colleagues employed in the main office and other sub-offices. Feeling as 
though they belonged to the larger entire agency could take considerable time and energy, 
and in some cases was not seen as a priority: 
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Workers feel very supported by the local manager, and have little direct contact with the larger 
agency. This has changed over the years. Now there is more autonomy, policies are clearer and 
workers feel they are left alone because they are trusted (PFG6). 
 
Some newly arrived participants spoke of their colleagues already having established 
family and social circles, which meant they were not so open to forming new 
relationships with new arrivals. This, combined with the culture of workplaces, posed 
challenges which contributed to feelings of alienation for some newcomers. One summed 
it up like this: 
 
I mean our workplace is really interesting. In the city on a Friday night, or a Thursday night or 
whatever, you’d go out, you’d have a drink, you’d do some socialising and then you’d leave. 
Down here, you work, everyone’s really nice during the day but there’s no social outlet – like  
everyone goes home on Friday night and that’s it, they’re gone for the weekend, and then they 
reappear on Monday morning (P711). 
 
This could be interpreted as indicative of an older female local workforce with established 
settled lives, compared with a younger single male worker, a newcomer to rural life, and 
their different social needs and expectations. The established networks of the locals with 
family and friends meant they had other places to go and things to do after work on a 
Friday evening, while the new arrival was still looking to develop social networks. Thus, 
differences in preferred social activities and the strength of social networks were obvious 
between the two groups (that is, the locals and the newcomers), as well as a lack of 
alternative options for the new arrival. 
 
Participants suggested that settling into a rural community took time, patience, 
perseverance, and an acceptance of the uniqueness of each community. One spoke of how 
she had settled into her new community, and offered her opinion as to how that 
community operated: 
 
Probably when I first moved here I didn’t know anybody so I’m reaching out to most people, and 
to set up networks. And for a new worker to come into a town where you don’t know anybody, 
you can feel very lost, and not have any supports for a while … I was very work-oriented. I needed 
to get to know people, and set up networks and volunteer work. And I think it’s a lot in a small  
town it’s not what you know about getting a job, it’s who you know. You have to always be 
working on your credibility and who you are. And that takes time (P431).  
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One newcomer participant described the way in which gossip can be an indicator of 
settling in and acceptance into a community: 
 
And it’s like there might be a bit of gossip about: ‘This person’s done something that’s not socially 
approved of’, or ‘is into something that’s not socially approved of’, but once it goes through the 
mill of being talked about, it’s kind of then left, and the person is accepted on a different basis, on 
a more everyday basis … the gossip seems to be almost like a … to be gossiped about almost 
seems to be a bit of a way in … it’s a bit of the process of initiation. You have to be known … 
some parts of you at least have to be known, and they have to be discussed and double 
checked …You know, there seems to be a lot of rules around the gossip, and a bit of a 
hierarchy. … It’s like there’s a bit of a social value, like a dominant value, in that you have to react 
in certain ways. It’s a whole network of values (P411). 
 
Another talked about the way newcomers can use gossip as part of their settling in 
process: 
 
In situations where you only know someone in a limited capacity, gossip is a way of connecting 
with someone (PFG 5). 
 
A number of participants commented on gossip in small rural communities, and the 
different roles it can play. Some made positive comments and some negative. Some also 
talked about different definitions of gossip and how what might represent gossip to one 
person, might not be seen as gossip by another.  For example, in a small rural community, 
one local participant mused about this issue: 
 
Well, in a small town, in a lot of conversations, where the line between gossip and conversation’s 
fairly blurred, you know, it’s open to interpretation … what’s a conversation? Leaning over the 
fence at the footy, watching the footy and having a chat? How much of that’s gossip, and how 
much is just sort of, you know, just chitchat?  And because so many of us are related to each other, 
and so many of us have grown up with each other, and you know, it’s pretty hard not to get into 
that sort of stuff (P312). 
 
Gossip was also described negatively with regard to its potential for impact on agency 
clients. For example: 
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I think [gossip] allows people to … be seen as caring, to be seen as in the know, to be seen as a 
community member who cares about: ‘You just need to know this about so-and-so.’ I think it gives 
them a sense of purpose, of being valued, of being recognised in the community, of having some 
standing, of having some recognition at some level. I mostly see it as very negative (P221). 
 
Worker networks in towns were also perceived as sources of gossip, with participants 
being divided over the merits of such conversations. Gossip in worker networks will be 
discussed in more detail elsewhere in this report. 
 
Another element of the dimension, ‘Settling in and staying on’, expressed participants’ 
experience of life in rural areas, talking about why they were there, why they stayed. It 
also illustrated why they returned and the importance for them of community connections. 
As we have seen, the majority of participants in this study (54 of 70) reported having 
lived in rural areas for more than 10 years. Some, but not all, described themselves as 
locals in the areas in which they lived at the time of our conversations. Participants 
acknowledged a notion of multiple realities. That is, the notion of local as being 
subjective on the one hand, but able to be objectively applied by longer-established locals 
on the other. A focus group participant articulated this: 
 
I see myself as a local, but I don’t know that others do (PFG10). 
 
Some participants talked about feeling connected enough to the community to describe 
themselves as locals, after only a year or so. Other participants had lived in their 
communities for more than 10 years and still declined to describe themselves as locals. 
The strength of the perceived connection or belonging was as important to most 
participants as the length of time in their specific community. For example: 
 
I’ve lived in this place all my life. I grew up there on a farm and now I’m in town. I didn’t ever see 
myself staying there; then I got married and I’m still there (P231). 
 
This example was typical of explanations given by settled participants as to why they 
lived where they lived, and why they stayed. Their attachment to people and place was of 
greater significance to them than their profession or job. Newcomers also acknowledged 
this as an advantage of being a local: 
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[being a newcomer] … is a very different position or experience to someone who is a local: who 
grew up in the community, who lives in the community, they work in the community, their 
family’s here, and that their whole connection is that this is their home, and they’re getting a job in 
their local community (P122). 
 
Women participants who were married to farmers enjoyed and valued their health and 
welfare roles, but their first priorities were the people and the places in which they lived. 
For example: 
 
I need to be part of the community. I’ll be here longer than I’ll be working (PFG9). 
 
I have a passion for the community, not just for work (PFG2).    
  
Other long-term residents also reported attachments to their places and people, with some 
having moved away temporarily to return after periods of time. Most had been elsewhere 
in rural areas but a few had been to the city for work, study or personal reasons. 
Connections to their communities were the things that drew them back: 
 
… I’ve been associated with the town for 17 years now. I haven’t lived there all that time, but I’ve 
got relatives and other people who have, so I’ve been back there for nearly nine years now, and 
working in the welfare field for nearly seven and a half years (P131). 
 
According to participants, most members of staff in the industry partner agencies 
associated with this project were locals. Participants in this study talked about this as a 
fact of life: 
 
[R: So would most of your staff … be from around here?] 
P: I think so, yes. Or they’re very longstanding. If they’ve come from somewhere else they’ve 
been here a long time … we have got staff here that probably haven’t seen a lot of the world 
outside this town… (P312).  
 
Participants who described themselves as locals would also fit with this description of 
‘sense of belonging’, so to be a local, you needed to feel as though you belonged. To be 
described as a local by other locals indicated an acceptance into the community, on at 
least one level. The length of time in the community carried less weight than the 
establishment of networks and connections.  
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Summary 
The dimension, ‘Settling in and staying on’, has discussed participants’ perceptions of 
why they were living where they were in rural areas, why they stayed, and how they came 
to feel as though they belonged. Participants have suggested that this had been in the main 
through the development and nurturing of community connections. The significant 
elements appeared to be the importance of feeling comfortable and accepted in the 
community, and the ways in which participants achieved that end. The next dimension 
explores some of the reported advantages and disadvantages of belonging to rural 
communities. 
Dimension: Advantages and disadvantages of belonging  
A third dimension of the property, ‘Place’, was ‘Advantages and disadvantages of 
belonging’. This dimension ranged from the participants’ perceptions of the advantages of 
rural life to some of their reported disadvantages of belonging. Most participants 
identified both advantages and disadvantages. I have interpreted this as being an 
awareness of the reality of their situation. 
 
Participants talked about the advantages of belonging to rural communities in a number of 
different ways. There were three major themes arising from their contributions: an 
appreciation of the natural environment, lifestyle factors for participants and their families, 
and work-related advantages.  
 
Environmental appreciation was important to a number of participants. They talked about 
the fresh air, the natural beauty of the geography, and the flora and fauna. One participant 
demonstrated this by commenting: 
 
… the external environment is just fantastic! … in my back garden I had a … stream that started in 
a really lovely clump of rocks that had moss and stuff all over them. And I’d go and sit in amongst  
the rocks and there was maiden hair ferns and beautiful orchids, and all sorts of things all around 
me, and the birds and animals, and so it’s…the biggest luxury in the world really is actually the 
fact that you can be grounded in the real world, rather than the hype world (P522).  
 
Participants also cited lifestyle factors as an advantage of belonging to a rural community. 
Most participants who spoke about the advantage of belonging to a rural community 
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because of the lifestyle linked this with their families and children. For example the 
following quotes illustrated this point: 
 
 
The advantages would probably be that I can walk my kids to school; and then I just walk to work. 
So I can do that. I don’t have to have a second car … And it’s important to me to be able to walk 
my kids to school. That really is a priority, so I can do that (P331). 
 
You don’t have lots of traffic jams, and suburbs, and things to negotiate your way through when 
you’ve got to take your daughter to a rehearsal … I think here it’s actually simpler for me (P531). 
 
Participants talked at length about the work-related advantages of rural life.  The people 
who talked about this represented a range of length of time in rural communities: some 
were long time rural residents, some were newly arrived from the city, and some were 
from other rural areas.  One participant summed up neatly what some other participants 
said: 
 
I enjoy this job more than any I have ever had before. I love it! I really enjoy working in a small 
community.  I think the advantages are that you can establish a sort of probably a more holistic 
way of working, that you can really get good connections with a wide variety of people and groups 
and agencies. That can be very enriching for your work. And it can be great that you know the 
local person down the road who takes on, you know, who gives the troubled kids a bit of a go. And 
you know that you can go in and talk to them if you’re having any problems. Those personal 
connections can be really nice to work with, and the relationships that you do develop with people 
are really rewarding. Overall it’s really satisfying – it’s rich. There’s a level of freedom, autonomy. 
You can develop your work practice, your own style, perhaps in a way that you couldn’t if you 
were working in a larger place. The relationships are richer. It’s great (P122). 
 
All participants were enthusiastic about the advantages of belonging to rural communities, 
and living and working there. The fact that they identified a number of aspects of rural 
life (environment, lifestyle, and work) demonstrated how participants valued the 
connections they had to place and people.  
 
Some participants talked about a relationship between the advantages and the 
disadvantages of belonging to a rural community. This was illustrated by the following 
quote: 
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The advantages are the same as the disadvantages! The knowing, the networks, the being aware of 
other people and their history (P431). 
 
They talked at length about the paradox of that relationship. For example, it was an 
advantage living in a small town where you knew everyone and were known by everyone 
because it felt comfortable and homely. However, it was also a disadvantage because it 
meant you were also highly visible and at times had limited privacy. Similarly, it was an 
advantage having prior knowledge of your clients’ family histories and social issues; but 
it was also a disadvantage in that it meant that they also had that knowledge of you. It was 
also at times difficult to work with ‘what came through the door’, at the same time trying 
to remember where or how you had come by specific information. For example: 
 
Actually sometimes that is one of the things that I find the hardest – the holding. I feel I hold a lot 
of information in my head. And sometimes it does feel like I need sort of little boxes in there, to 
keep it there, and it can be quite a pressure at times, just holding that …[laughter] (P122). 
 
Hand movements around the participant’s head illustrated the point that was being made, 
and accompanied the laughter in this part of our discussion. Participants who had 
difficulty reconciling the two, or maintaining a balance, sometimes chose to commute to 
their work community from a different community. This is discussed at length elsewhere 
in this report. 
 
Participants described more advantages than disadvantages numerically, with a number of 
them merely acknowledging the fact that there were some disadvantages. As one 
participant said: 
 
To me the disadvantages don’t outweigh the benefits for me … for me personally (P131). 
 
The disadvantages cited by participants were mostly work-related, with some comment at 
times on the closeness and lack of privacy in a small community. Often the discussion of 
disadvantages was undertaken in a humourous tone, at times accompanied by laughter. 
Some participants also spoke in terms of impacts on their families and children, but this 
was usually couched in terms of their work role. For example: 
 
  
 
90
My 10-year-old daughter has friends who are clients of mine. She’s aware of my work with 
children, but not of the context. I limit her contact with that family – but it restricts my children’s 
social activity. It’s because I have particular knowledge (PFG4). 
 
Concern for their children’s safety was an issue here, based on knowledge that the worker 
had acquired through their work. Generally speaking, though, the concerns expressed by 
participants about their children were usually to do with acknowledging the potential for 
breaches in confidentiality for their client, and protecting the privacy of the worker and 
their family. Very few related to fears for the physical safety of their offspring: 
 
Kids might present a real problem because your kids are at school with the kids that you’re dealing 
with, and I’ve got that to a limited extent. I’ve got teenagers who are at school and they start 
talking about kids and I think: ‘Yeah, I know that one, and I know why that happened’ … [But] 
I’ve explained to them what sort of roles we do in general terms and so they sort of say: ‘He’s one 
of yours’, but they don’t go on with it because they know that’s something we just can’t talk about 
(P312). 
 
Others talked in terms of their work when discussing the disadvantages of belonging to a 
rural community: shortages of resources, lack of career options, and lack of public 
transport (for service users, necessitating frequent home visits by workers in agency 
vehicles). One participant talked about the frustration she had experienced: 
 
It can be frustrating at times, when resources are limited, but you can’t access or people can’t 
access essential things that in a larger town they can access very easily. As a worker, it can be 
really frustrating to have a suicidal client and ring up mental health services who say: ‘Well, you 
seem to be handling it very well. Give us a ring next week if there’s still a problem’ [laughter]. 
Though that’s a bit of an exaggeration [more laughter] (P122). 
 
The laughter here typified the attitude mentioned before, that is when participants talked 
about disadvantages of their rural lot they did so in a light-hearted way. Laughter, or 
statements that minimised the negative aspects of what was being said, often 
accompanied such acknowledgements. While some participants actually mentioned it in 
our discussions, most demonstrated a sense of humour not only in what they said, but also 
in how they articulated their information. Another interpretation of the laughter may be 
that it indicated a fatalistic resignation and acceptance of their situation. 
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A number of participants were employed by large agencies in large regional or provincial 
centres that had offices located in smaller communities. Participants employed in the 
smaller towns often felt that their ‘head offices’ lacked an understanding of differences 
within the rural sector: that is the differences between larger towns (where the ‘head 
office’ was located) and smaller towns (where participants were often located). In focus 
group discussions participants talked about feeling unheard by their ‘head offices’. For 
example: 
 
A lack of resources in a small town discriminates against clients and frustrates workers. The larger 
agency [head office] doesn’t advocate well in this regard (PFG6). 
 
With regard to this issue, participants saw disadvantages in large agencies in large towns 
overseeing service delivery in small towns where, it was felt, the situation was different 
altogether, and that the one-size-fits-all model did not actually fit. 
 
On a more personal level, participants spoke of the overlap between their work and 
private lives and how belonging to a community where you lived and worked 
disadvantaged them. Following are some examples of statements to illustrate the overlap: 
 
People can be really offended by things that you have to do in the course of your work (PFG6). 
 
Networks of workers and other community members can upset people and then the worker can be 
disadvantaged in their personal life because of their work role (PFG6). 
 
The disadvantage spoken about in the preceding quote referred to damage done to 
workers’ reputations by the conflictual nature of their work. This came about by clients 
and other community members being unable to separate the worker’s personal from their 
professional roles.   
 
Furthermore, privacy and visibility of both workers and clients were seen as issues 
associated with low population density in small communities. For example: 
 
There’s not the privacy in small towns that there is in larger places (PFG7). 
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Places and situations are contaminated by knowledge. The lower population density in rural areas 
makes this more of an issue than in the city. It’s also influenced by living and working in the same 
community (PMFG2). 
 
Some participants in the project ‘Too close for comfort?’ (13 of 21 interviewees) chose to 
live and work in separate geographic areas, to enable them to cope with these issues. See 
elsewhere in this report for discussion of this phenomenon. 
 
Summary 
The dimension, ‘Advantages and disadvantages of belonging’, has described the range of 
feeling expressed by participants with regard to their living in rural areas. While there 
were a number of disadvantages identified (for example, work-related issues and a lack of 
privacy for themselves and their families), most workers eagerly spoke at length about the 
advantages for them as individuals, family members, and professionals, and minimised 
the negative aspects. The advantages they articulated centred around the natural 
environment, lifestyle preferences and work-related factors. Some participants exhibited a 
measure of ambivalence: that is, the very things they interpreted as advantageous were 
also the things they perceived as disadvantages. The difference was in degree and 
personal interpretation. They also talked about their need for balance between the 
positives and the negatives. It may be that their need for balance was a determining factor 
in their minimising of what they described as the negative aspects of their lives. 
 
Brief summary of the property ‘Place’ 
The property, ‘Place’, discussed how participants perceived themselves in relation to their 
physical environment, both natural and built. The main factors were concerned with the 
choice of where to live, the settling in to a new locale and the maintaining of a balanced 
outlook. In the first dimension, ‘Rurality’, the important factors were the length of time 
that participants had lived in rural areas, how they had made decisions about where to live 
and how they felt about where they lived and their aspirations to feel as though they 
belonged. Participants faced similar challenges in their new communities whether they 
had moved from another rural area or from a non-rural environment. The second 
dimension ‘Settling in and staying on’ found that participants valued feeling as though 
they belonged. Participants valued feeling as though they belonged to the geographic 
place through prior experience, both their own and others’. They achieved those feelings 
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by participating in recreational activities offered by the locality (e.g. utilising the bush, 
the mountains), and also by developing and nurturing relationships in their communities. 
In the third dimension ‘Advantages and disadvantages of belonging’ the participants 
identified pros and cons of belonging in rural communities. They indicated their need for 
balance between the two led to a minimisation of the negative aspects of their rural 
existence. The second property of the category, ‘Valuing belonging’, which was ‘People’, 
considered interpersonal factors and networks pertaining to feeling as though participants 
belonged.  
Property: People 
The second property of the category, ‘Valuing belonging’, was ‘People’. Participants 
spoke at length about the value for them of social interaction, and the tribulations 
associated with being new to an area in this regard. The dimensions of this property were 
‘Family, friends and others’ and ‘Professional connections’. For participants in this study, 
interactions with partners, family, friends, peers, colleagues, and others in the community 
were highly valued and perceived as vital to their sense of wellbeing and belonging.  
 
Some participants who were reasonably new to their localities described feeling the 
effects of not having connections. They talked about loneliness and the challenges of 
developing new relationships on all levels: social, personal and professional. This was 
particularly pertinent where newcomers had little or no local knowledge. For example: 
 
I was new to town, formed a new relationship, but was ignorant of my partner’s relationship 
history – who’s related to who, who his ex was, her family etc (PFG7). 
 
This meant that the newcomers were unaware of the links, connections and relationships 
of their work colleagues outside of work, and those of their new friends in the wider 
community. 
 
It was similarly pertinent when a newcomer, who was still trying to establish a work-
related network, had enough information about a colleague’s specific family links to 
constitute a dilemma. That participant explained: 
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…I’m still an outsider [and] it sort of pays to be a bit selective in what you say, and what you 
decide to talk about. It’s really difficult. I mean, you’re [sharing a house] with this person, you 
know what’s going on. Then there’s this lady [a colleague] over there, she’s telling you what’s 
going on in her daughter’s life and how [that daughter] is not allowed to see this person – the 
person I’m living with. [The daughter]’s there, and she’s spending nights [at our house]. It’s a very 
difficult situation, and I’m thinking: ‘Well okay. What happens when my colleague [the mother]  
finds out? She knows I’m living there’ … it’s kind of a little bit tricky. So yeah it’s an ongoing 
process (P711). 
 
The discomfort experienced by the participant quoted above was obvious by the language 
used, and the acknowledgment of the sensitivity of the situation. It was also indicated by 
the body language exhibited, which involved looking physically uncomfortable, during 
that part of the interview process. 
 
In the context of the way that participants valued belonging, the importance placed by 
participants on social interaction and the development of networks was substantial. The 
property ‘People’ is indicative of the potency of that value. The dimensions of this 
property are ‘Family, friends and others’ and ‘Professional connections’. 
Dimension: Family, friends and others 
The first dimension of the property, ‘People’, was ‘Family, friends and others’. This 
dimension ranged from partner, family, and friends, to neighbours, acquaintances and 
other contacts. That is, from the closest, most intimate relationships, those that were still 
personal, but not intimate, and to those casual contacts we all experience in infinite 
numbers of interpersonal encounters throughout our lives. Of the 70 participants in this 
study, 44 described themselves as married; 18 as single; and eight as separated. The most 
intimate of relationships, that of being married or identifying as having a partner, was 
mentioned most frequently by participants in this study. The importance of family was the 
next most frequent, and that of friends was mentioned least: as the level of intimacy 
decreased, so did the (stated) importance of the relationships. One participant stated, 
during a focus group session, that a network of family and friends is important (PFG9). 
Other participants in that group nodded agreement, but no more comment was made at 
that time. There was some comment as well about casual contacts within the community 
and how those contacts helped to make people feel as though they belonged by being 
recognised and acknowledged, however fleetingly. 
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Participants who were married or in relationships spoke of the importance of their 
partners being supportive and understanding. They valued the sense of belonging they felt 
within their intimate relationships and the safety within those relationships to talk about 
work issues for debriefing purposes. For example: 
 
So I haven’t got anything like a strong social network. Probably my own husband is my network. 
He’s my confidante that I suppose … they say you shouldn’t talk about things, but you do 
sometimes (P421). 
 
It really does help, having that support … and it’s useful having that, and I wonder how people 
who don’t have a partner cope with that stuff you take home with you (P531). 
 
There was a difference in this regard to the comments given between the male and female 
participants in this study. As in the preceding quotes, women talked about the value of 
personal support from their partners. Men did as well, but it was always couched in terms 
of their wife working in the health and welfare field too, so ‘she understood’. Male 
participants talked less about their partners than did female participants, and the level of 
support they enjoyed was valued in a different way. For example, the men who talked 
about their partners and the support they provided always mentioned their wife’s 
occupation: 
 
I find it hard because my wife also works in the health industry, and so there are times when you 
sort of wonder: ‘Well, how far do I go with this conversation?’ Usually it’s not names and things; 
it’s about a bit of debriefing stuff, and it’s, you know, you’re having a cuppa late at night and you 
want to talk about things (P312). 
 
 
I talk to my wife about some of this sort of stuff. And she works in the same industry anyway, so 
she recognises the need to keep a lid on it (P331). 
 
A number of participants talked about their family members. Where they spoke of their 
children, it was often in terms of protecting the children from the realities of the parent’s 
working experience: 
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I remember early on having a young person who was referred to me. I think she was probably 
about 11 at the time; and I’d started to see her, and you know, I explained to her that we’d keep 
things private unless I had to talk to somebody else and rah rah rah. And just what I didn’t expect 
at all was that a couple of weeks later, my son came home from the swimming pool and said: ‘Oh 
mum, [Susie] came up to me at the pool and said: ‘Your mum’s my psychiatrist’ [laughter], and I 
said: ‘Oh yeah?’, and she said: ‘And she’s helping me to stop people bullying me’’. And of course 
that led to me becoming very worried about my kids being involved in any group situations where 
kids I would be seeing might be bullied… So I had to have a few talks with my kids, about 
basically being aware that I could be involved with any one of the kids that they know … I guess 
I’ve had to say to them: ‘Look, it’s tough luck, but you have to be extra careful about how you 
behave, and how you interact with other kids’ (P621). 
 
The laughter in the middle of the preceding passage coincided with a gesture of hands and 
face as if to say: ‘Psychiatrist? Who me? Yeah? I don’t think so!’  
 
Participants talked about the importance of strong relationships with their children. They 
felt that the information they were imparting helped their children to deal with situations 
that may have arisen from their children’s peers having knowledge that breached their 
son’s or daughter’s privacy. Part of this was to do with protecting their children’s privacy. 
It involved being constantly aware of how they as workers presented themselves (and 
their children at times) to their clients. For example:  
 
… when you’re telling stories you’ve got to be careful. Because, you know, I found the other day I 
said something about what I’ve always suggested to my kids about how to relax and go to sleep, 
and I thought: ‘Oh my gosh! She goes to school with my son, and she’s going to say ‘I know you 
like the magic carpet’’. And as it was coming out of my mouth, I was wanting to poke it all back in 
[laughter] (P111). 
 
This participant, in the middle of laughing, was making appropriate gestures of trying to 
poke it all back in. I could identify with this and saw it as a reasonable response to an 
utterance that had just popped out unthinkingly in the work setting. 
 
The value of family networks stemmed for this group of practitioners from the existence 
of a unit where they had a different identity to their work role, and felt valued for that. 
Some participants used general examples from their work in their parenting of their own 
children: 
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The kids have always been really good. We talk about their stuff, and they have their time with 
their friends, and it’s just that work-related stuff is work-related stuff. I also think I try to present 
work like – anyone can have issues, right across the scale. It doesn’t have to be real battlers, it can 
be anyone – professional people too, and from anywhere – so I just like to have respect and regard 
for all levels, and I like the kids to be like that too. People are people – we all have issues from 
time to time (P111). 
 
One participant admired the way her children just fitted into the community and got on 
with their lives, irrespective of their parent’s professional profile in the town: 
 
I remember one day when my son was at the pool and I went to pick him up and he was talking to 
some girl. He came out and I said: ‘Who’s that kid?’ and he said: ‘Oh she’s one of yours, but she’s 
all right.’ Then it was time to go home and we went home and that was the end of it. So they sort 
of work it out (P312). 
 
Other family connections were mentioned by participants and were usually related to 
protecting the privacy, identity and safety of family members (more discussion of this 
point will be undertaken in Chapter Six). A number of comments about these concerns 
were made. The protective strategies employed were many and varied. Some examples 
with regard to family generally follow:  
 
I’ve had to make sure my family weren’t privy to stuff. They were with me on different occasions 
down the street or whatever, and I’ve said to them: ‘Please move away. Don’t talk to me. I don’t 
want to be seen to associate with you’ - not because I don’t care, I just don’t want someone else to 
see that (P511). 
 
I’m concerned for other family members in the phone book with the same family name (PFG3). 
 
Furthermore, when it concerned their children directly participants were extremely aware 
of potential problems and the levels of responsibility they carried. For example: 
 
[The children] might pick up bits from the conversation and ask: ‘Is that someone you work with?’ 
Families adjust to this over time (PFG 5). 
 
I don’t want my children to be labelled as my children – where there’s a certain expectation of how 
to behave…I’m very aware of that (P421). 
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Thus family relationships, while providing support and security for workers, also 
generated some anxiety for these participants. Some of the anxiety was related to the 
physical safety of family members, some was based on concerns for the privacy of those 
family members and some was founded on the need for privacy and confidentiality for 
their clients.   
 
Another issue regarding participants and their families’ sense of belonging centred around 
the fact that often the participant was only one member of a larger family group. So any 
decisions about where to live, for example, were not decisions for them alone: 
 
[R: If there were no other social work jobs around, and you wanted to stay working in social work, 
would you move?] 
P: Well that’s difficult when your whole family’s rooted in a place, and your husband’s got a farm! 
It’s very hard just to transport … I think I would probably look for a different sort of job - maybe a 
related job, or even something entirely different … I suppose what I really think about that is if one 
really wanted to move, anyway then we’d all be happy to move; and then I’d probably look for 
social work jobs in that place. But I don’t think that I would move to another place just to get a 
social work job, no. I could actually say: ‘No I wouldn’t’.  
[R: So the attachment to place is stronger than the attachment to your profession?] 
P: Well, the attachment to the family’s attachment to the place. It’s like taking more into account 
than just oneself, because one is part of a family unit. Yeah, I suppose yes it would be like that – 
attachment to place would be greater (P531). 
 
The sentiments expressed by the participant in the preceding passage were interpreted as 
being pertinent on a number of levels. The major issue was around family units and 
individual’s responsibilities within them. For this woman her professional identity and 
attachments took a secondary place to the perceived needs of her family. This can also be 
interpreted through a gender lens in that the woman’s primary traditional role within the 
family is that of wife and mother. Female participants’ sense of belonging to family 
groups was far stronger than their sense of belonging to any professional group. 
Professional considerations, such as the nature of their work outside the home (even 
though they may have held professional qualifications and had vast experience in that 
particular field), played a smaller part in decision-making about other aspects of their 
lives.  
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The least mentioned group ‘people’ by participants was that of ‘friends’. Most of the 
comments about friends and friendship were made during focus group discussions; only a 
few participants mentioned the value of friends and friendships during their interviews. 
Friends were seen to be safe when they were part of an environment in which participants 
would not feel highly visible or vulnerable. For example: 
 
You need safe places for interaction – at friend’s places, out of town, in Dublin [laughter] (PFG9). 
 
Safety issues were interpreted as meaning that participants felt they could relax and 
unwind without their privacy being compromised, for example, by accidentally meeting 
work-related people. 
 
Similarly, friends were described as good when they made no demands on the participants 
with regard to the nature and content of the participants’ work:  
 
My friends generally are good and don’t ask or show any curiosity about my work (PFG6). 
 
Friends being considerate or disinterested provided participants with space in which they 
could divest themselves of their professional personae, and not talk or even think about 
work-related subjects. Belonging to a friendship group comprised of good friends was 
mentioned as being important to a few participants. 
 
 At times participants talked about the boundaries between clients and friends, couching 
their comments in terms of ethical practice (which is discussed elsewhere in this work), 
and the challenges in this context. Others spoke of professional links and friendships 
growing from those links. For example: 
 
There’s a common understanding of [ethical] issues among social workers – different to 
friendships with non social workers (PFG3). 
 
Often the common social work belief system draws people together into friendship (PFG3). 
 
One participant drew a link between longevity and friendships: 
 
In the country, established friendships may depend on how long you stay in the area (PFG3). 
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This suggested that the longer you stayed in an area and the more settled you became, the 
deeper your friendships may have been. Another talked about missing friends from other 
places and times: not necessarily the individual friends, but the opportunities for 
spontaneity, social activities and fun that came with an established social group: 
 
… moving out to the country is a pretty big thing, and there’s a lot of mental hurdles to get over I 
suppose. … like going out to just grab a coffee … or popping around and seeing good close 
friends … or being able to go out and crap on with a couple of mates … are things that I find I 
really miss (P711). 
 
There was also some discussion regarding the ethical issues involved in having friends as 
clients, or having worker/client relationships develop into friendships. Some participants 
were very clear that those relationships were simply out of the question: 
 
When would it be ok to become a friend with a client? Never! I have information they might not 
have told a friend (PFG9). 
 
Other participants acknowledged the possibilities in small communities, without 
committing either way: 
 
Some people you’d want to be friends with (PFG10). 
 
Participants spoke of gradually being accepted into new communities and people 
recognising them even if they had not formally been introduced. The experience of 
settling in to a new community has been discussed previously in this chapter.  Some 
participants talked about the processes by which they became acculturated into their 
neighbourhood. For example: 
 
I’ve only lived in two streets since I’ve been here, and there’s always a matriarch of the street … 
who’s lived in her house all her life, or in that street all her life, and who serves to introduce you, 
even if you’ve met the other neighbours. They’re the holders of the gossip and the information 
about that street … and they go back, you know, they know everything … it’s kind of a  
community surveillance. And I didn’t like it at first, just living here, but I do see that as a really 
good thing now (P411). 
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Another participant described the way that people in the community came to know and 
trust newcomers. This happened by reputation as much as by personal knowledge: 
 
I think your reputation with people has a lot to do with how you approach others. You know, I’ve 
met people who I spoke to three years ago … and then they’ve rung you specifically because you 
met three years ago … they’ve rung you because you have a connection, or they’ve heard from 
someone that you’re a decent human being … so that’s actually kind of nice (P711). 
 
A newcomer who was seen to be making an effort to become involved and part of the 
community was usually most welcome, but there were community expectations inherent 
in the process. Participants talked of the need to go slowly and not look as though they 
were trying to take over, or to be involved in everything immediately.  The development 
of social and professional networks was described as being a vital component of the 
settling in process, but the advice was to hasten slowly, and be friendly, respectful and 
honest in dealing with the locals: 
 
The one thing I have done is join a sporting group, because that sport has been one of my things, 
and to learn there was a local group was: ‘Oh yes!’ So as soon as I met the person who organises 
the group I’m saying: ‘Can I join you?’ sort of stuff, and it was: ‘Yes!’ So that’s one thing, but I 
don’t want to rush. I don’t want to feel that I’ve got to do all of this stuff to be part of … because 
that’s not me. I want to be here; I want to somehow just experience what it is to be in this place, 
and to do this job. If things overlap, then they do (P221). 
 
A few participants also talked about the initial feelings of loneliness and isolation they 
experienced, and their need to meet people and establish themselves in the community:  
 
Probably when I first moved here I didn’t know anybody, so I’m reaching out to most people, to 
set up networks. For a new worker to come into a town where you don’t know anybody, you can 
feel very lost, and not have any supports for a while (P431). 
 
Most acknowledged that they felt they needed to be seen, and to be seen to be willing to 
participate in the activities of the community. This explains the use of the term reaching 
out in the preceding quote. 
 
Summary 
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The dimension, ‘Family, friends and others’, has described my interpretation of 
participants’ reported feelings with regard to their personal relationships. The salient 
feature of this dimension was that participants valued belonging to groups of people 
ranging from the most personal to the most casual. Newcomers aspired to belonging, and 
treasured previously established connections in other places. People who were well 
established in their locales similarly valued their established relationships, and were not 
averse to developing new ones. Participants placed a lot of reliance and trust in their 
partners, and intimate relationships were highly valued. Belonging to family groups was 
highly valued and the protection of participants’ children was also a significant factor in 
this dimension. Having good safe friendships which were ethically sound and not 
intrusive into work matters were valued by some participants. The nature of professional 
relationships was introduced as another important aspect of belonging. 
Dimension: Professional connections  
A second dimension of the property, ‘People’, was ‘Professional connections’. This 
dimension ranged from employer and profession, to broader networks. That is, from the 
micro-environments of the employing agency and profession, to the macro-environments 
of professional peers, colleagues and agencies throughout the local community, and 
beyond.  
 
The industry partner agencies for the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project employed most of 
the study participants. All of those participating agencies comprised of a head office 
establishment in a large town or regional centre (e.g., Ballarat, Horsham, or Stawell), with 
numerous sub-agencies, auspiced agencies, or outreach services in either the same 
community or smaller communities in the region. Participants were employed to work in 
a variety of settings: some worked in the head office and commuted to smaller centres at 
times (either regularly or on an ‘as needed’ basis); others worked in the sub-agencies and 
had very little direct contact with the larger agency; still others worked in the sub-
agencies and had considerable direct contact with the head office; and another group 
worked solely in the head office, often with little or no contact with staff in the sub-
agencies. Five participants were employed by other agencies, each as a sole practitioner 
within a large generic organisation. 
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Most participants spoke highly of their employers and the support they experienced from 
the agencies, their supervisors, and their colleagues. Participants valued belonging to 
work-related systems. The development and maintenance of such networks was perceived 
as a positive and useful undertaking. Some participants spoke of their workplace as being 
the first contact they had in a new community and the importance of that connection for 
them as they settled in: 
 
Sometimes though, if a worker is new to an area, their first relationships in the community are 
through work (PFG5). 
 
This factor may have contributed to the sense of belonging that participants indicated they 
felt in their workplaces. Manager-participants spoke of the strategies their agencies 
employed to foster feelings of belonging in their employees. The participants who 
reported connections with professional organisations, or a need for contact and support 
from their professional peers, identified themselves as social workers. Professional 
isolation in terms of the daily reality of the sole practitioner will be addressed later in this 
report. Most participants also talked about the value of professional networks (or 
networks of workers) within their local communities while acknowledging some potential 
disadvantages. 
 
Participants were divided in their comments about agency structure and function. The first 
group (those in head office, but who commuted at times as a regular part of their job to 
provide outreach services) enjoyed the diversity of travelling to another town, and feeling 
as though they belonged in that professional network as well. They identified some 
disadvantages, however, such as the time taken in travelling:  
 
I travel to another place once a week, so I guess it does add a little bit of extra stress sometimes, in 
terms of extra travel … it takes just over an hour each way … so I have my half hour drive in [to 
head office] and then an hour and a bit [to the local agency] (P531). 
 
Extra travel time presented issues for participants in situations where pressures of work 
volume made for feelings of distress and lack of control, and where there was already a 
considerable journey to head office before setting out to the local agency, as demonstrated 
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in the above quotation.  Some participants also identified differences in workplace 
cultures as a challenge, but overall they spoke positively about the outreach experience. 
 
The second group (those in sub-agencies with little contact with head office) were happy 
in their sub-offices, and felt comfortable there. However they often expressed 
dissatisfaction and disenchantment with the head office, and uncertainty about their place 
in the agency as a whole. For example, at times they talked about feeling forgotten or 
disregarded by head office, which they saw as being unaware of the special issues and 
needs of the workers in the smaller sub-agencies: 
 
I don’t see the agency does anything, I mean, nothing [to assist with pressures felt by workers]. 
Yeah it could do a whole lot of things… but because we’re not run from here I think that’s a really 
fundamental problem (P411).  
 
The third group (in sub-agencies but with considerable contact with head office) were 
mostly managers whose work roles involved frequent consulting with head office 
managers. These participants valued belonging to their sub-offices but were unsure about 
their links with the head offices. They identified more closely with, or felt as though they 
belonged more, to their local office. One reason for this may have been their perception of 
head office as being unaware of the intricacies of the situation on the smaller sites. This 
did not reflect head office as being uncaring, but simply unaware. These participants 
identified noteworthy differences between structure and function of large head offices and 
smaller offices. These included policy relevance and practice requirements. For example, 
the expected use of client names on databases; the challenges of a workload including 
both direct service and management responsibilities; and metro-centric program 
guidelines: 
 
I feel supported but feel there’s ambivalence from the main office around issues for regional 
offices, for example, current program evaluation. Ours works well, but is outside the guidelines. It 
has to be different from metropolitan practice, which is what the guidelines are based on. Our 
practice is creative and supportive, but is still outside program guidelines (PMFG1). 
 
The inference is that there are other factors at play in smaller rural communities that need 
to be taken into consideration by those in head offices and government policy makers.  
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The fourth and final group (those employed in head office with little or no contact with 
sub-agencies) was the largest group of participants, and made little or no comment on 
aspects of agency structure and function impacting on their feelings of belonging, or 
feeling valued by their employers. 
 
Employee-participants tended to feel a sense of belonging to the specific workplace 
where they spent most of their time, as opposed to the agency that employed them. Of 
course, for some participants they were one and the same.  Most participants felt 
supported by their agency, with manager-participants speaking of activities they offered 
for staff support, and the ways in which staff members interacted which contributed to 
people feeling as though they belonged. One manager-participant explained this as: 
 
I guess we support them – the normal things you do … that’s probably our main role I suppose, 
supporting staff. We’ve got a social club sort of thing. We support the concept of people having 
fun, you know, and stuffing around. There’s lots of things through the year, like Melbourne Cup 
Day and we run the regular staff meeting every month. I guess the hard part in this industry is the 
level of pay people get. It’s pretty ordinary so you need to let them see there’s some other benefits 
in what they do. And I think the staff here do support each other really well … you know that’s not 
the sort of thing you can direct. It’s got to be that the staff want to support each other, and they do. 
They really do look after each other (P312). 
 
Another indicator of workers feeling a sense of belonging in their workplace was 
demonstrated by participants’ acknowledgments of the efforts of their employers to make 
the workplace a pleasant place to be: 
 
The agency has an emphasis on fun and silliness – the ability to turn work into fun (PFG9). 
 
 Our agency says: ‘Yes it’s hard, but these are the available supports’; other agencies say: ‘Bad 
luck – it’s the job’ (PFG1). 
 
One participant talked about the settling in process to a new agency, describing himself as 
an observer still. He spoke of feeling welcome and comfortable, but very aware of his 
newness to both the locality and the workplace (P221). 
 
Factors that contributed to a sense of belonging in the workplace or the agency, centred 
on workers feeling valued, trusted, comfortable and supported: 
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I think the biggest support from the agency is the feeling that we are trusted; that we’re seen as 
being professional, competent and … the workers actually feel quite affirmed (P122). 
 
I probably get three job offers a year … there are times I’ve thought of it – I could make a lot more 
money elsewhere, but … I like it here! (P812). 
 
These feelings of being valued and supported by their employer resulted in workers 
wanting to remain in the employ of the same agency, but in some instances needing a 
change of role, or a promotion with more responsibility and remuneration: 
 
… often staff here say, you know: ‘It’s such a bugger because there’s nowhere else I really want to 
work.’ Because they believe that they joined an organisation that’s got their own ethics, or their 
own personal beliefs about health, welfare or whatever, and that does become a real issue – ok 
where do you go next? (P522). 
 
As demonstrated in the above quote, participants talked about the factors they thought 
about when they were considering their employment options. The lack of career 
opportunities for rural practitioners was identified as an important factor for participants 
and is also discussed in Chapter Five. 
 
There was a considerable amount of discussion by all participants around the concepts of 
‘professionalism’, behaving in a ‘professional manner’, and ‘professional ethics’. Those 
participants who did express a sense of belonging to a specific profession were all social 
workers. Participants felt they belonged generally to a ‘professional group’ of workers; 
however there was very little mention of feeling aligned with any specific professional 
group or, for the social workers, of valuing that status. Two extremes were demonstrated 
by the following quotes from the interviews with social workers with comments from 
other practitioners falling between. The first participant commented about their strong 
connection with the social work profession, and the zeal with which they embraced that 
belonging: 
 
I’m passionate. I love social work; I love what we do. When we do it well we do it objectively, and 
we do it in a manner that’s practical and empowers a person, and it helps them to help themselves 
(P511). 
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In contrast to the quote above, a second social worker demonstrated a level of detachment 
from their discipline. Their detachment was interpreted as indicating positive feelings 
about belonging to the profession, but did not exemplify any lifetime commitment:   
 
I’m not all that attached to the profession. You know, … I enjoy being a social worker, but I don’t 
see myself as exclusively only ever being able to do social work … I don’t define myself as that 
role. I definitely don’t (P531). 
 
Participants in general spoke of the importance of professional development and 
supervision opportunities, but not in discipline-specific ‘professional’ terms. A lack of 
professional development opportunities was a common complaint. Contributing to this 
lack of in-service training or ongoing education were the distances that needed to be 
travelled to central or metropolitan venues, and the time and expense incurred as a result: 
 
But even things like training, professional development workshops, and things like that. We get 
emails all the time from Melbourne saying: ‘There’s a one hour workshop happening, rsvp by …’ 
and it’s like, are they aware that we’re three hours drive away? And it’s great that they’re sending 
them to us but it would be really nice if the trainings came a bit closer sometimes … (P331). 
 
Another aspect of feeling as though they belonged in an agency were the measures 
employed by management to enhance their employees’ work experience. Manager-
participants talked about agencies supporting their staff in furthering their professional 
development, but staff felt that the pressures of workloads and their responsibilities within 
the employing agency countered this support to some extent: 
 
There’s quite an expectation too, for professional development. But when you’re a hands on rural 
worker, the logistics of studying and being able to make it into the city from out where I am – 
more so than even in the provincial city, or other regions. It’s such a huge barrier … (P321). 
 
Accessing further education and professional development proved to be more challenging 
than accessing supervision for participants. Support measures implemented by agencies 
were appreciated by their staff, and fostered loyalty and feelings of belonging in their 
workforce. Supervision was cited as another aspect of support by employers that 
participants regarded positively. Both managers and workers acknowledged supervision 
as an integral component of the professional experience: 
  
 
108
 
I think supervision’s a very useful tool because someone can say to you: ‘No, stand back a bit, look 
at what’s important here’, and you’ve got to accept that someone’s not telling you that because 
they’re trying to big-note themselves, they’re offering guidance and supervision, which is what 
supervision is (P511). 
 
All participants had access to some form of supervision, whether it was line or 
professional, within the agency. Line supervision was undertaken by a senior worker 
usually the participant’s program coordinator or manager. Professional supervision was 
provided by a more experienced and senior, for example, social worker or psychologist, 
and may have been discipline-specific. Some agencies provided very structured external 
supervision with the employment of private practitioners to provide professional 
supervision for staff; others provided internal supervision only, some of whom would 
fund external supervision for a worker when necessary. Some participants reported that 
within their agencies, workers seeking external professional supervision were responsible 
for funding it themselves: 
 
There is the opportunity for external supervision … some people traditionally have had it paid for. 
Certainly the organisation gives time for it and it is acknowledged. But in the present situation I 
don’t think that anyone is receiving paid external supervision presently. Because with our growth 
it’s been seen that perhaps there’s enough people internally to manage that. But some people still 
do seek it, and are given time for it and the costs come back to them (P612). 
  
Some workers in senior and/or management positions found it difficult to acquire 
appropriate supervision at work, and accessing supervision outside of their employing 
agency was seen as the only option. Seeking external professional supervision also 
provided challenges for workers who at times travelled many kilometres for their sessions. 
More discussion of supervision is found in Chapter Six. 
 
While most participants valued a sense of belonging to professional networks, they were 
well aware of negative potential in small communities. Discussions included 
acknowledging the professional benefits of networks while sounding some warnings. 
Workers valued belonging to professional networks on two levels: the advantages for 
them, for example: 
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… you do develop good networks and relationships because you have to. You can actually say: 
‘No, this is really serious. Trust me. You know me. Trust me. I’m saying you really need to be 
coming out here. You really need to be seeing this person.’ And by and large, that’s 
accommodated. So you can really develop those really good professional relationships. … And 
because things happen much more on a personal level in a small community rather than formal 
processes, the personal relationships and connections are a really vital part of practice. And I think 
that’s different from larger places (P122). 
 
And more specifically, they identified advantages for their clients: 
 
I suppose in trying to achieve the best outcomes for any client, you know, one often needs to make 
contact with a broad range of outside organisations or facilities (P612). 
 
A number of participants spoke of the disadvantages of belonging to professional 
networks. Some felt quite strongly that they would be discriminated against when the 
time came for them to seek alternative employment within the same local network: 
 
If you piss someone off in one of the agencies you’re pretty much black listed. And I have been … 
I know, and I’m not trying to be paranoid or anything … yeah [in] the smaller network there’s 
more opportunity for people to get pissed off with you and to stay pissed off with you for a 
while … There’s only six degrees of separation or something as they say, or only four degrees of 
separation in this town (P511). 
 
So it seemed a sense of belonging to a network had its positives and its negatives.  No 
participant, however, indicated that they intended leaving the district as a result of any of 
the negatives. They were just very aware of the situation as they reported it, with regard 
to local networks and the implications for them as professionals. 
 
Summary 
This dimension, ‘Professional connections’, has described participants’ identified value of 
belonging in their professional relationships – from employer and profession to 
professional networks. On the whole, participants indicated that they were content in their 
workplaces, their professions (where applicable) and their professional identities, and the 
work-related networks to which they belonged. They saw the support of their employers 
as valuable and appreciated agency efforts to make the workplace as pleasant and 
supportive as possible. Social workers talked about their relationships to their specific 
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profession, in both positive and ambivalent terms. Other participants talked about 
belonging to a ‘professional group’ and ascribed professional values to shape their 
conduct. Disadvantages of belonging to professional networks in the rural context 
practice were identified as including travel time within working days, issues within large 
agencies between head offices and sub-offices, difficulties with changing jobs, lack of 
career paths, fear of being ‘blacklisted’, and what was for participants the paradox of 
being expected and encouraged to participate in professional development activities with 
ever increasing caseloads and demands on the service delivery aspects of their roles.  
 
Brief summary of the property ‘People’ 
The property, ‘People’, has discussed interpretations of the ways in which participants 
talked about their interpersonal connections, both in their personal and their professional 
roles. The important factors were related to the value participants placed on developing 
and maintaining networks, and facilitating interaction on all levels. The first dimension 
‘Family, friends and others’, illustrated how participants valued belonging on all levels of 
their interpersonal relationships, from the most intimate to the most casual. Intimate 
relationships with partners were highly valued and concerns about the protection of 
participants’ children were a feature. The length of time participants had been in their 
communities did not affect the value of belonging and relating: those newcomers 
treasured ‘old’ relationships in other places and aspired to new ones in their new home; 
well-established participants valued their relationships and were positive about making 
new ones.  In the second dimension ‘Professional connections’ participants showed that 
while they valued their professional relationships they readily identified disadvantages of 
being a part of rural networks. An interesting factor in this dimension was the way in 
which participants identified their ‘professionality’, which in the main was not related to 
specific disciplines. 
 
This chapter has so far reported participants’ feelings of belonging and the value it was 
ascribed, with regard to place and people. Participants valued belonging both to place and 
to people. They were well aware of the pitfalls of their rural practice existence but 
remained positive and committed to that way of life. What follows is a discussion of the 
preceding sections, and the ways in which they relate to each other and to the existing 
literature. 
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Discussion 
The previous sections of this chapter have elucidated participants’ contributions, which 
led to the identification of the category, ‘Valuing belonging’. This section discusses the 
ways in which these contributions relate to the literature, and the meanings ascribed to 
their shared symbol of language. The discussion begins with an introduction to the 
concept of ‘belonging’ and then follows the identified properties of the category, namely 
‘Place’ and ‘People’. 
 
Many participants used the words belonging or belong when they were talking about their 
feelings for the place(s) in which they lived and/or worked. Where participants used 
words like supported, valued, intertwined, and settled, their subjective meaning was 
linked to belonging. This was also the case where participants spoke of feeling as though 
they were a part of the community in which they lived and/or worked. The notion of 
belonging has been described as: “…personal involvement in a system so that persons 
feel themselves to be an integral part of that system or environment” (Hagerty, Lynch-
Sauer, Patusky, & Bouwsema, 1993, p. 294). This definition fits with the reported 
experience of participants in this study. While such a system may be environmental, 
physical, social, cultural, natural, built, or a combination of the aforesaid, a sense of 
belonging was, according to some authors, a basic human need (Hagerty, Lynch-Sauer, 
Patusky, & Bouwsema, 1993; Maslow, 1954; Schoo, Stagnitti, Mercer, & Dunbar, 2005).   
 
A sense of belonging has been claimed to be important for emotional and social health, 
and has been identified, along with reciprocity, mutuality and synchrony, as a specific 
process of human relatedness (Hagerty, Williams, Coyne, & Early, 1996). For example, a 
research project undertaken in 2001, described a sense of belonging as one of “…the most 
powerful contributors to positive feelings…” (Regional and Rural Women's Unit, 2001, p. 
45). The ‘Success Factors’ project, which was undertaken by the Regional and Rural 
Women’s Unit of the Federal Department of Transport and Regional Services, on behalf 
of the Regional Women’s Advisory Council, explored the ways in which communities in 
regional and rural Australia managed change. One of the conceptual factors of successful 
change management was ‘sense of belonging’, or ‘sense of community’. Thus, a sense of 
belonging was described as a basic human need, which engendered positive feelings, and 
assisted in the successful management of change. Participants in this study talked about 
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belonging in ways that were interpreted as pertaining to geography as well as society, that 
is, to place as well as people. Their positive outlooks, optimistic viewpoints and 
constructive ways of addressing the challenges and problems that they encountered 
supported the Regional and Rural Women’s Unit (2001) findings. 
 
Philosophically, “To be at all – to exist in any way – is to be somewhere, and to be 
somewhere is to be in some kind of place.” (Casey, 1998, p. ix). Pugh (2000) identified 
two aspects of ‘place’: the geographic sense, and the social landscape. Both aspects were 
commonly identified by participants in this study, with the properties of ‘place’ (the 
geographic sense) and ‘people’ (the social sense) evolving from the data. Participants 
talked about the ways such aspects impinged on them and their personal and professional 
selves. This supports Pugh (2000, p. 26) who defined a sense of place as “… a subjective 
phenomenon which varies according to individual perceptions of space, boundaries, 
insiders and outsiders, social roles, and social networks”.  Similarly most definitions of 
sense of place include as basic components the physical environment, psychological or 
social processes, and human behaviour (Stedman, Beckley, Wallace, & Ambard, 2004). 
For example: “Place is the fusion of space and experience” (Harvey, 1995, p. 71). 
Participants talked about their perceptions of their places in their environments, their 
sense of place. They also considered the ways they felt about, and psychologically 
processed their responses to those environments and reflected on their behaviour. That is, 
they valued feeling as though they belonged - to places and to people. 
 
Place, it has been said, “… can raise an image of one’s place in the world …” (Massey, 
1994, p. 1), and has connotations about home and belonging. Massey (1994) however, 
cautioned about a simplistic interpretation of the connections between place, home and 
belonging. Similarly to Pugh (2000), she maintained that both aspects (that is, geographic 
and social landscapes) needed to be considered, and that each had an effect on the other. 
Massey (1994, p. 168) conceptualised place as being “… formed out of the particular set 
of social relations which interact at a particular location”. While participants’ information 
could be interpreted as meaning that they felt as though they belonged in their rural 
communities, only some used the word home. In instances where they indicated that they 
felt ‘at home’, it is important not to overstate that point and assume they identified their 
current locale as their ‘home’. The literature from the discipline of psychology suggested 
place included external realities and internal processes: “… place can be understood as 
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the sum of resources and human relationships in a given location” (Fullilove, 1996, p. 
1518).  Participants in my ‘Too close for comfort?’ study talked about belonging, about 
feeling connected, and about being related to place, people and their work environments 
but not necessarily about being home.  
 
Attachment to place, or sense of belonging to a geographic, natural or built environment, 
was underpinned by symbolic meaning: “… we attribute meaning to our settings, and in 
turn become attached to the meanings.” (Stedman, Beckley, Wallace, & Ambard, 2004, p. 
581) One participant who had family connections to the area in which he eventually lived, 
claimed that through the knowledge passed on by members of his family he had formed 
an attachment to the geographic area. This example fitted Stedman et al.’s (2004) 
definition of sense of place in that it addressed the three basic components: the physical 
environment, where the participant talked about the plants and the district; the 
psychological/social processes whereby his grandfather gave him the love for the district 
through the older man’s knowledge; and the human behaviour demonstrated by the 
participant’s having moved to that area. He had attributed meaning to the area through his 
family connections, and become attached to that meaning. Pugh’s (2000), Fullilove’s 
(1996), and Massey’s (1994) notions of geographic and social aspects of place were also 
supported by his comments. 
 
Some of the myriad challenges with defining ‘rural’ were discussed in Chapter One. In 
summary, for the purposes of this study a ‘non-metropolitan’ or ‘non-capital city’ concept 
was utilised. It is useful to keep in mind that ‘rural’ is a way of life and an outlook on life 
ascribed to by many rural people, not exclusively a geographic phenomenon (Waltman, 
1986). Participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project were all living in rural areas at 
the time of their participation and most defined themselves as rural people, even though 
43 of the 70 participants had lived in metropolitan areas for at least part of their lives.   
 
Lawrence (1996) saw ‘rural’ as a fluid social construct and not merely a fixed entity. 
‘Belonging’ in this context had a number layers: that of belonging to the rural landscape, 
of being a rural person, and that of belonging to a specific rural community. Participants 
in my study articulated this concept of layers. They talked about belonging both to the 
rural landscape and to specific communities, often describing themselves in terms of their 
personal rurality. They used language like our farming family; the country tradition; and 
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the blokes from the bush, for example, and local (as a noun), all of which suggested that 
for them the layers were connected and context dependant. 
 
For participants who had moved to (new) rural areas, either from metropolitan areas or 
from other rural areas, the settling in process presented specific challenges. Zapf (1993) 
explored this issue with regard to a move to a new and different culture from mostly non-
rural southern Canada to the remote Yukon territories in the north of that country. Zapf’s 
(1993) literature review expounded a number of processes and is summed up by the 
following: “Everyone who attempts to live and work in a strange culture can expect a 
negative experience during the first few months, but that subjective experience varies 
from person to person in symptoms, intensity and duration” (Zapf, 1993, p. 696). 
Certainly participants in my study commented that they had shared that experience, even 
those who had previously lived in a different rural locality.  
 
The development of feelings of belonging to a new rural community was a process also 
explored in depth by Lonne (1990).  I intend to outline the process suggested by Lonne’s 
(1990) article, and then explore the relevance or otherwise of that model to the 
participants in this study. The ‘process of adjustment’ proposed a model through which 
city social workers were acculturated into rural communities, based on his and other 
social workers’ extensive experience in various states of Australia in the 1980s. The 
process of adjustment was described as comprising phases negotiated by workers over a 
period of about 15-18 months (Lonne, 1990), and similar to those experienced during a 
grief and loss experience. The five phases of the model were disorientation, honeymoon, 
grief and loss, withdrawal and depression, and reorganisation and adjustment. The 
disorientation phase was characterised by confusion and uncertainty, and was 
approximately of one month’s duration. The honeymoon phase was a time of euphoria 
and optimism, high energy and achievement, and lasted for about three months. At about 
six months, a phase of grief and loss was experienced, where the worker was typically 
longing for things past, resenting the present situation, and where earlier achievement was 
reaching a plateau. Between nine and twelve months the worker may have been 
distancing from present relationships, feeling dissatisfied at work, feeling sad and 
inadequate, and experiencing decreased work performance in a phase of withdrawal and 
depression. After approximately fifteen to eighteen months came a phase of 
reorganisation and adjustment where the appraisal of oneself and one’s options was more 
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realistic, work patterns changed and a decision was made to either stay or to leave (Lonne, 
1990).  
 
Lonne (1990) stressed that the phases he suggested should not be seen as discrete stages, 
and that not every worker would progress through all stages, spend the same time in them, 
or experience them to the same degree as any other worker. For example, the honeymoon 
phase may have been quite abbreviated in some circumstances. Lonne (1990) alluded to 
this when he said that this phase may last from a few hours to a number of months. Some 
participants in my study also appeared to have experienced only a short honeymoon phase 
before the more difficult grief and loss phase. This is shown by some participants who 
described yearning for friends left behind. These were not always yearnings for particular 
friends but sometimes for friendships and the feelings they evoked. These participants 
were often solitary newcomers, that is, they were unaccompanied to their new locales. For 
this small group, the differences in social activity and opportunities for same presented 
challenges that took some time to resolve. The phases however were usually not discrete, 
and the experiences in my study of that group of participants demonstrating the 
overlapping nature of such stages of settling in to a new rural life, bears out Lonne’s 
(1990) contention. Lonne’s (1990) model also addressed issues such as loneliness and 
isolation in the early stages of establishment into a new community. This was not an issue 
mentioned by many participants in my study. This may have been because workers for 
whom the issue was significant and the loneliness unbearable had moved on to another 
community, or from whence they came. A few participants in this study reported having 
considered leaving before they had reached the phase of reorganisation and adjustment, 
during the tough stages of grief and loss, and withdrawal and depression, during their first 
twelve months. The grief and loss was related to social networks, friends and family, and 
the resultant loneliness experienced by those who had been newcomers to a community. 
Lonne (1990) acknowledged the variability and individuality involved, particularly with 
regard to the length of time taken by workers to feel settled into a new rural community, 
to achieve reorganisation and adjustment - to feel as though they belonged. 
 
Many of my participants had lived and worked in the community for long periods, 
whereas Lonne’s (1990) model focussed on the experience of city social workers moving 
to the country. Indeed, the article was titled ‘Beginning country practice’ (Lonne, 1990). 
Most of the participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ study identified as rural people 
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and, if they were not living in their hometown or district, they had moved from other rural 
areas. Only a few had made the change from city to rural practice, with varying lengths of 
rural experience, some prior to their moving to the city from the country in the first place. 
However, the similarities in experience reported by these participants suggested that 
Lonne’s (1990) was a model that was useful as a guide with any move to any new rural 
area, and could be relevant whatever the primary discipline of the worker.  
 
A number of participants spoke of the importance of retaining established supports in 
their previous locale when they moved to a new place. It has also been suggested 
elsewhere that maintaining links with family and friends in other places was useful in the 
early stages of settling into a new rural community (Lonne & Cheers, 2000). Lack of 
connectedness within their communities may have been a motivating factor in other 
workers moving. People participating in my study did not consider ‘moving on’ as a 
realistic option as they generally had feelings of belonging to, and links in, their 
communities. This was the case even though some participants had moved from other 
rural areas at some stage into their current locale. An interesting new study would be to 
investigate those workers who have ‘moved on’. My data suggest that an experience of 
belonging, which was perceived as critical in rural longevity, may not have been achieved 
for those people. 
 
The notion of ‘belonging’, introduced earlier in this section, was described as a basic 
human need having: “… two defining attributes: (1) the experience of being valued, 
needed or important with respect to other people, groups, environments, and (2) the 
experience of fitting in or being congruent with other people groups or environments 
through shared or complementary characteristics” (Hagerty, Williams, Coyne, & Early, 
1996, p. 236). In this section, the importance of relatedness is pertinent, as we explore the 
second property of the category, ‘Valuing belonging’, which was ‘People’.  
 
Participants in this study valued belonging in this regard and talked about aspects of 
relatedness like relationships and feelings of belonging to groups of people. These 
revelations led to the identification of the ‘People’ property. The term human relatedness: 
“… is used most often to describe interpersonal attachment” (Hagerty, Lynch-Sauer, 
Patusky, & Bouwsema, 1993, p. 292). It consists of states of connectedness, 
disconnectedness, parallelism, and enmeshment, and is concerned with the individual’s 
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level of involvement with others and “… the degree of comfort or discomfort associated 
with that involvement” (Hagerty, Lynch-Sauer, Patusky, & Bouwsema, 1993, p. 292). 
Social support has been demonstrated to be a key factor in American public child welfare 
workers’ decisions as to whether or not to remain in their employment when under stress 
(Nissly, Mor Barak, & Levin, 2005). That is, workers experiencing high levels of stress 
were less likely to think about leaving their jobs if they were receiving significant social 
support. The importance of family and other social support was a factor in participants’ 
responses to the challenges of their working lives.  
 
Manager-participants and employee-participants in my ‘Too close for comfort?’ project 
all commented on the significance of making the workplace supportive and ‘fun’. 
Agencies organised social activities in working hours and out of working hours to 
facilitate relaxation and enjoyment among their staff, and employees appreciated that 
effort. The few participants who talked about dissatisfaction with their employers were 
among those who had moved to a new area reasonably recently and without any 
accompanying family members. These observations confirm the findings of earlier 
research which suggested that lack of support from friends and family was an important 
component in job satisfaction among rural social workers (Dollard, Winefield, & 
Winefield, 1999). The issue of work-related stress for rural health and welfare workers is 
discussed in detail elsewhere in this report.  It has been demonstrated that people who are 
feeling supported and connected to others (or, who have a sense of belonging) have been 
shown to be better able to cope with the vagaries of life, both personal and professional.  
 
Participants spoke at length about how their feelings of belonging to a community and/or 
geographic area contributed to their decisions to live where they lived. Many of these 
‘decisions’ however, were not conscious decisions at all, but the result of lives evolving. 
An example of this was the participant who said that she had never envisaged spending 
her entire life in the area in which she grew up, but she grew up, married a local lad, and 
twenty odd years later, was undertaking a postgraduate professional degree and intended 
continuing professional practice in the district, with no plans to move. Kreig Mayer’s 
(2001) small qualitative study also suggested that settled families helped compensate for 
difficulties such as maintaining professional identity, and personal isolation for rural 
Australian practitioners. Krieg Mayer’s (2001) study identified reasons for staying in a 
rural area, which included: “…marrying or having partners and family who feel 
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comfortable in the community, even if the worker personally did not enjoy the work” 
(Krieg Mayer, 2001, p. 96). My data also suggested that that ‘the job’ only constituted 
part of the sense of belonging to a community; that is, that a person’s employment is only 
one aspect of their life. 
 
Indications that rural workers with families had more reasons than their work to survive 
and thrive in their communities supported notions that a sense of belonging and social 
support were separate but linked (Hagerty, Williams, Coyne, & Early, 1996). A further 
distinction has been drawn between perceived and other forms of social support, which 
helps explain the difference between perceived social support and sense of belonging. 
That is:  “… perceived social support refers to the perceived presence or absence of 
potentially supportive relationships, but … sense of belonging is more concerned with the 
perception of self as integrated within an interpersonal system” (Hagerty & Williams, 
1999, p. 218). For participants in my study, the importance of both perceived social 
support and sense of belonging was demonstrated by their subjective observations of their 
own experience. 
Summary and conclusion 
This chapter has expounded the category, ‘Valuing belonging’, with its properties of 
‘Place’ and ‘People’. The category emerged from the data as participants recounted their 
life experiences as rural health and welfare workers in these regions of Victoria. The 
notions of belonging have been explored by researchers and writers in the past, and in the 
main the findings of this study support previous work. The findings suggested that 
Lonne’s (1990) model of stages of adjustment was appropriate not only for city social 
workers moving to positions in rural areas, but also for rural health and welfare workers 
moving to new rural communities. Participants in this study did not frequently talk about 
experiences similar to phases of the Lonne (1990) model, such as withdrawal and 
depression. This may be explained by acknowledging that rural people moving from one 
rural area to another may be more comfortable with rural community life than city 
workers new to the milieu. Also, many participants were not recent newcomers and were 
very settled, so perhaps did not remember or reflect on their earlier experiences. This 
indicates there was already a sense of belonging to rural Australia generally, and may 
have contributed to a slightly different settling in process. Feeling comfortable at work 
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and in a professional role may be related to feelings of belonging. The following chapter, 
Chapter Five describes the category, ‘Feeling confident in your work role’. 
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Chapter 5 - Category: Feeling confident in your work role 
 
Chapter Four described the category ‘Valuing belonging’. Chapter Five expounds the 
concept of ‘Feeling confident in your work role’ by illustrating participants’ experiences 
of their professional lives, and how those stories relate to the literature and to each other. 
The structure of the chapter follows the properties of this category, and the dimensions of 
those properties. The concluding section of the chapter discusses the links between the 
existing literature and the data. 
 
All participants in this study were employees of health and welfare agencies in these 
geographic regions. For the purposes of this analysis it became necessary to differentiate 
between employees and managers, as there was a range of employment modalities 
represented in the sample for this study. Some managers had chosen to retain a small 
caseload in addition to their managerial tasks; others reported that they had service 
delivery as another core component of their position descriptions. Only one of the 
manager-participants did not have some service delivery element in their job role. For the 
purposes of this discussion, ‘employees’ refers to workers employed solely in a service 
delivery or project role, which may or may not have included some supervisory capacity, 
and ‘managers’ to those with at least some degree of managerial responsibility, for 
example, team leaders, coordinators, or managers. Purposive sampling ensured that there 
was variety in roughly the same proportions as in the agencies’ workforces: ten of the 
seventy participants were employed in management roles, according to my definition. 
 
Participants talked at length about their work, and their work roles within their agencies 
and their rural communities. Few, if any, participants expressed solely positive or solely 
negative opinions. Most participants expressed a variety of ideas and opinions about their 
life and work in their rural community. On the whole, they were positive about their work, 
using words such as fun, satisfaction, passion, appreciated, privileged, autonomous, 
credible, committed, validated, and effective. There were also some occasions when other 
emotions were expressed, in language that was more negative: isolated, vicarious 
traumatisation, compassion fatigue, shell-shocked, carrying a huge weight, wears you 
down, burnt out, pissed off, vulnerable, uncomfortable. I have used multiple examples in 
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both instances to try and demonstrate the range of language usage employed by 
participants. There was a sense that although participants were aware of some drawbacks 
inherent in their lives as rural practitioners, overall they were positive, committed and 
happy in their life and work. 
 
The category ‘Feeling confident in your work role’ was identified as data analysis 
progressed through axial coding. Participants talked about their work, and the impact that 
their work roles had on their everyday lives. Aspects of the codes ‘Ethics’, 
‘Confidentiality’, ‘Visibility’, ‘Privacy’, ‘Professional isolation’, ‘Career’, ‘Autonomy’, 
‘Travel’, ‘Safety’, ‘Professional development’, ‘Educational preparedness’, Recruitment 
and retention’, ‘Qualifications’, ‘Supervision’, and ‘Occupational health and safety’ were 
identified as being indicative of this category as workers talked about their professional 
lives in terms of their work experience.  
 
Two properties emerged: the property ‘As an employee’ had dimensions of ‘Ethical 
practice’, ‘The public face’, and ‘The professional experience’; the property ‘As a 
manager’ had dimensions of ‘Finding the staff that you need’, and ‘Keeping the staff that 
you find’. A diagrammatic representation of this category appears in Appendix B. 
Property: As an employee 
This is the first property of the category ‘Feeling confident in your work role’. 
Participants spoke of feeling confident in their work roles and of how that confidence 
enabled them to deal with some of the challenging issues with which they were 
confronted. They talked about the time it can take to feel confident in your work role, and 
be able to ‘own’ your professional responsibilities. Most participants held relevant post-
secondary qualifications and their length of experience both in their chosen fields, and in 
their current employment varied. When they spoke about their developing confidence in 
their work role, it was generally in terms of their current position, within their current 
agency, and not necessarily in terms of specific professional development. For example: 
 
… I mean it took a good five years to be able to feel very comfortable; and what I mean by 
comfortable is not to apologise, not to present as a worker-victim, and not to use it as an excuse, or 
as a way that the agency works (P212). 
  
 
122
A major contributing factor to feeling confident in their work roles for participants was 
the nature of the agency and the workers’ perceptions of the support that was available: 
 
It’s a good set-up here. It’s a unique organisation, but not because it’s rural – it would be great 
anywhere. There are few politics; you feel trusted (PFG7). 
 
The employee-participant in the quote above summed up the comments of a number of 
participants in their appreciation of the supportive relationship they had with their 
manager. The following quote illustrates specific appreciations that participants showed 
towards their employing agencies: 
 
The right PEOPLE for the job work here. Pragmatically it may be that there’s a shortage of 
qualified people. But the agency promotes personal and professional growth and development … 
It’s not perfect here, but when there are problems there are policies in place (PFG7). 
 
The preceding quotes indicate that participants as employees, while demonstrating an 
awareness of the shortcomings of their employing agencies, appreciated the efforts made 
by those employers. They also show that employees made use of the supports and 
structures available to enhance their feelings of confidence in their work roles. 
 
The dimensions of ‘Being an employee’, which will be discussed individually and in the 
following order, are ‘Ethical practice’, ‘The public face’, and ‘The professional 
experience’.  
Dimension: Ethical practice 
The first dimension of the property ‘As an employee’ was ‘Ethical practice’. This 
dimension ranged in scope from internal personal ethics to agency processes, and 
included as major themes ethical dilemmas, confidentiality and professionalism. ‘Ethical 
practice’ demonstrated some of the dilemmas experienced by participants, and how they 
went about dealing with them on a daily basis. The dilemmas described by participants 
included concerns about confidentiality, and the behaviour of other professionals in 
participants’ rural networks. The dimension also illustrated the impact of managers’ 
attitudes about ethics and ethical practice on their employees. 
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Ethical practice was of major concern to the participants in this study. Irrespective of the 
qualifications held by participants, or their stated primary discipline, the challenges of 
maintaining ethical standards were at the base of many of our conversations. The many 
blurred areas that arise in practice were acknowledged as such, and other workers 
perceived as practising unethically or even nearly unethically were soundly criticised. For 
example: 
 
And so working in a rural setting, I’m privy to other people’s practice and professionalism. One 
aspect of which is obviously confidentiality and respecting people’s privacy, and I guess because 
I’m in that environment I’ve experienced a lot of questionable practice from others. Because I 
guess from my perspective it’s quite clear – like I’m ultra aware of it – maybe a bit more than 
could be seen as reasonable. I don’t know, but it’s like I can’t handle the idea of anybody, any 
worker of any discipline, stepping over that line. It really gets me going (P221). 
 
Along with awareness of ethical issues and commitment to ethical practice was an 
acknowledgement, and at times concern, about other workers’ and agencies’ ethical 
behaviour. Participants were intensely aware of the ways in which other practitioners in 
their networks performed. For example: 
 
Different agencies have different perceptions of confidentiality and ethics (PFG9). 
 
It’s always an issue and it’s interesting looking at the different processes people use, and the 
different ideologies people have (P411). 
 
Participants spoke critically of workers whose standards they believed were not 
appropriate, at times feeling coerced and finding it difficult to maintain their own ethical 
standards under pressure. A number of them spoke about their local police members, and 
the pressure they felt under at times with regard to information they had that the police 
wanted. For example: 
 
Police are difficult because, say you’ve got an enquiry on behalf of someone, I’ll say: ‘Do you 
want me to go and check out with the police whether this scenario would work and whether they 
would be able to do what you want them to do?’… but they’re quite pushy about especially family 
violence situations: ‘What’s the perpetrator’s name? We’d probably be aware of him anyway.’  
And it’s really hard to resist that pressure. I find it quite hard to deal with that pressure (P411). 
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There was discussion around how employee-participants dealt with that pressure, and 
evidence of some understanding of the reasons behind it. For example: 
 
I [gave] them [the police] a tiny bit of information … then … they were very keen to find out my 
source, which I wasn’t prepared to tell them. So that put me in a bit of a position where we’d have 
to work together. They respect my judgement I guess. I either can tell them or I can’t … so that 
was a difficult one because they really wanted to interview the person who’d originally given me 
the information, and I couldn’t do that (P131). 
 
This comment gives some indication of the degree of discomfort experienced by workers 
occasionally. It also hinted at an understanding by the participant of the perspective of 
other professionals (in this case, the police), and the fact that at times different agencies 
will have seemingly contradictory priorities and rationales for their practice. 
 
There were comments from employee-participants that suggested that the lines between a 
person’s internal ethics and their professional behaviour were more a construct than a 
reality. The notion that certain personality types were attracted to certain professional 
roles, for example: 
 
Maybe different personality types are attracted to different professions (PFG2). 
 
Another commonly held opinion was that mostly ‘ethical’ people were interested in being 
practitioners in health and welfare services. For example: 
 
It’s the way workers are as people. My whole personality is ethical and committed to social justice, 
so the work/personal interface is not such an issue. Personal integrity is like professional integrity 
– how would you like to be treated in the same situation? (PFG9). 
  
Regardless of the work I do, [behaving ethically] is about an almost innate desire to respect the 
individual – socially and professionally (P221). 
 
Participants with supervisory responsibilities talked about strategies they employed in 
supervision. For example, the ways in which they helped their supervisees to negotiate 
their way through such dilemmas, as well as encouraging staff to attend workshops and 
professional development activities pertaining to ethical practice: 
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And I think … that’s where your supervisor really comes into play. With working through that 
with workers – what are some of the dilemmas, and how can you present positively to other 
professionals about what you’re comfortable with, or what’s working well (P212). 
 
Employee-participants talked at length about how they ensured that their practice was 
conducted in a way that primarily felt comfortable to them, and that maintained their 
personal standards. This was sometimes to the point where they felt that other people 
(particularly other professionals) were taken aback by their passionate stance. For 
example: 
 
I was always aware of this privacy/confidentiality issue having a different … meaning or 
perspective to if I practised in a more urbanised regional centre … the issue of how I would 
conduct myself as a worker, and as a person who lives in the community, became central. So 
everything sort of goes from that. And I know that at times when I’ve talked about working in a 
rural location … that drives me – that privacy, confidentiality, ethics – I can’t let go of [it]. It 
almost consumes me sometimes, and it’s not an intentional thing – to put people off – obviously, 
but it’s because I don’t compromise. I will not compromise that element of my practice (P221). 
 
Another perspective on ethics and confidentiality was offered by participants who, 
although identifying as rural people themselves and very committed to ethical practice, 
were aware of implications of some characteristics of rural life with regard to notions of 
‘community’: 
 
Country town people don’t necessarily understand confidentiality anyway on another level, 
because of the gossip factor. Everybody talks about everybody else anyway, so what’s the 
difference? (P522). 
 
Some people, including clients, assume you’ll break confidentiality. [Rural] people are generally 
quite free with their personal information, and quite trusting in social conversation. People in rural 
communities have a different idea of confidentiality to the city. It’s more personal; there’s more 
telling of stories (PFG6).  
  
Employee-participants talked about confidentiality in terms of the responsibility of 
workers with regard to protecting their clients’ privacy. For example: 
 
The worker has the responsibility to make the call and set the limits (PFG1).    
  
 
126
They suggested it was part of their work to behave in this manner, and that what clients 
chose to do or say in other settings was the right of those clients, not the concern of the 
practitioner: 
 
And being fronted in supermarkets with young guys coming up to you and going: ‘I’m off the 
heroin’, and then I’m making sure that no one [else] is looking (P511).  
 
While it was generally accepted that workers held the responsibility for the confidentiality 
of the professional interaction, there was also a sense that it needed to happen through 
negotiation with the client in a collaborative way. For example: 
 
We don’t go out and broadcast people’s problems and issues or anything like that. We always 
make sure that we get (and we always have) permission from the client before we speak to anyone 
else. We explain why we felt the need to talk to somebody else about whatever we were going to 
do, and if that was ok we would have [the client] there with us when we were talking about it 
(P522). 
 
In more conflictual circumstances however, for example where there were protective 
issues for children, employee-participants said that they took the initiative and were more 
proactive as and when the situation demanded it: 
 
I might speak to my manager and we would work out if there’s anything we can do; whether it’s 
our business at that point; whether we should be maybe contacting the school just to ask them to 
look out for signs. And we know that is breaking confidentiality but I think we should do that 
before picking up the phone to ring child protection (P131). 
 
There were some individual workers who had built up relationships with other particular 
community groups and agencies over time. Those employee-participants acted as 
unofficial consultants for their colleagues as to the best ways to interact with specific 
groups: 
 
There seems to be personal connections. So we’ll know here [in the agency] who has the best 
relationship with the police, one worker, … and it’s the same with doctors, … the kinder and the 
crèche, … one more with primary schools, and a couple more definitely with the secondary school. 
And that’s all known and utilised … and you’ll consult first with those connecting workers (P411). 
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This sharing of knowledge, contacts and expertise was valued by participants and seen as 
an important component of the support they enjoyed at work.  
 
Participants reported feeling that flexible, informal agency processes as well as the more 
formal ones supported ethical practice. Employee-participants alluded to confidence in 
their professional decision-making being enhanced by the policies and actions of their 
managers. This meant that they were content to work hard and to make informed 
decisions regarding their client work, secure in the knowledge that their agencies 
supported them in their endeavours to practice ethically: 
 
The philosophy is that we get paid to do what we do, and if that takes us 45 hours this week and 35 
hours next week, that’s okay. And I’m really happy to work under those circumstances (P812). 
 
Participants were committed to ‘ethical practice’ in all of its guises and appreciative of all 
opportunities, formal and informal, to achieve this end. Through their efforts there came 
increased job satisfaction and confidence in their ability to perform well at work. 
 
Summary  
The dimension ‘Ethical practice’ has illustrated how employee-participants described the 
ethical issues inherent in their daily practice, from their internal personal ethics to the 
employing agencies’ processes, and including both formal and informal processes. It has 
described how important ethical practice was to this cohort of rural workers, even to the 
extent that other professionals not deemed to be practising ‘ethically’ were roundly 
criticised. The important features of this dimension were ethical dilemmas, confidentiality, 
professionalism, and manager attitudes and support. Employee-participants identified 
numerous situations in which they were required to make decisions based on their 
personal and professional ethics. Confidentiality was a major area of concern, and 
participants had high expectations of themselves and of other professionals in that regard. 
Formal and informal processes within their employing agencies were seen by participants 
as being supportive and enhancing their work experience. The next dimension considers 
the visibility and privacy issues for employee-participants in their public role. 
  
 
128
Dimension: The public face 
The second dimension of the property ‘As an employee’ was ‘The public face’. This 
dimension ranged along a continuum from feeling acutely exposed in one’s multiple roles 
in the public arena to feeling quite comfortable in that context. This dimension considered 
issues of privacy and visibility for employee-participants, and also for their families. 
There was not an either/or stance in this dimension. In some dimensions people’s 
locations along the continuum were clearly identifiable, but in others there was variability 
according to specific situations. This dimension was one of the latter. Employee-
participants expressed ambivalence, suggesting that often circumstances altered cases: 
there may indeed have been times when they felt uncomfortable, or acutely exposed, but 
there were also many other times when they felt quite comfortable, and some occasions 
when they were both at the same time. For example: 
 
I remember I was only in the job about a month, and I organised a day off for my kids’ school 
sports, and it was their last – or one of their last – year at primary school. So I kind of really 
wanted to be there because I wouldn’t be seeing them at that again. And so we got to the school 
sports, and they jumped out of the car, and started choofing off to get into their groups, and that 
sort of thing. And I was walking along behind them, and this woman came running up to me in a 
state, and said: ‘I’ve been trying to call you all morning’ and so I ended up saying: ‘Well, hop in 
the car’. And I spent the next two and a half hours in the car. I didn’t see one of their races, or their 
events. This woman in a huge trauma and you know, about what was going on for her. And I 
remember sitting in the car straining, as she was talking to me, trying of course to be there for her, 
but desperately trying to see my kids do their little hurdles and shot puts, and all those things. And 
I just wanted to cry. I was really... I just thought: ‘Fuck this job’. [laughter] But again, that was a 
bit of a one-off, you know (P621). 
 
The laughter here seemed somewhat incongruous with the information being imparted. 
As has been mentioned previously, this may have been to minimise the emotional impact 
of what the employee-participant was saying. The quote indicates the worker’s 
ambivalence around the imposition of that incidental meeting: the employee-participant 
chose to engage the client and respond to her, while simultaneously feeling resentful 
about the predicament in which the participant found herself. The resentfulness was not 
directed at the client but rather at the situation in which the participant inadvertently 
found herself.  
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Employee-participants talked at length giving many examples of feeling uncomfortably 
exposed at times in their communities. Feeling uncomfortable had many connotations. 
The language used by participants suggested feelings of embarrassment, irritation, fear, 
vulnerability. Some discomfort was also indicated by participants when it came to their 
image in the community and the implications of that for their family. 
 
Responses of embarrassment usually involved employee-participants feeling 
uncomfortable in unintentionally revealing something about their private lives to their 
clients. For example: 
 
… it’s kind of like I’m walking down the street. I just want to get home. I want to get something to 
eat. I want to go home and have a vodka or something when I get home. There I am in the bottle 
shop and: ‘Oh god, here goes’: there’s such and such who’s seeing me for alcoholism, you know, 
and she’s got a bottle of sherry, and you’ve got your vodka, and you’re sort of looking at one 
another going: ‘Oh god this is pretty embarrassing’: for her, particularly because she’s not 
supposed to be drinking; and me, because I’m the sort of holier than thou counsellor. So yeah, 
that’s pretty horrible (P711).  
 
This example also demonstrated another aspect of this dimension: employee-participants 
often felt empathically for their clients in those situations. The participant’s assumption of 
mutual embarrassment added an interesting flavour to this exchange that may or may not 
have been an accurate assessment of the circumstances. This was not an isolated incident. 
Employee-participants often speculated in our conversations about how the situation must 
be for clients and other community members: 
 
There’s a lack of privacy for workers, but also for clients (PFG10).  
 
Where we went was a café … and there were quite a lot of people that knew me in there, and she 
felt ok walking in with me – we’d checked that through. But by us walking in together a lot of 
those people would have assumed (rightly) that she was a client (P522). 
 
The participant in the second passage above indicated that they felt uncomfortable on 
behalf of their client in that situation. This was even though the employee-participant and 
the client had discussed the likely ramifications of being seen in public together. 
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Employee-participants spoke of feeling irritated at times by their visibility or exposure in 
the public arena.  They used language such as intruded upon, resentful, and the stronger 
violated. They reported feeling that their visibility extended from the literal public space, 
to everywhere being a public space whenever clients sought interaction with them. For 
example:  
 
You know, I got on to the train one day to go up to Melbourne for a meeting and one of my ex-
clients got on the train, and just happened to be sitting beside me. So for three hours she said: ‘Oh 
fantastic!’ And it didn’t matter what sort of gentle, nice, pleasant or otherwise technique I used, 
there was no way I could get away from having three hours of basically a client conversation all 
the way (P522). 
 
Another aspect of the public face of employee-participants (and also of clients, in fact of 
everyone in small rural communities) followed on from lack of privacy and high visibility, 
and concerned safety. Being afraid or vulnerable, with concerns about their personal 
safety or that of their family as a result of being exposed in the community, was 
demonstrated by stories like the following: 
 
I lived in a flat above some shops quite near the main street, and I had some really interesting hair 
raising moments as in everybody knows where I live and what I do. One pertinent example was 
some young people in our local park who one evening sent a transient around to my stairwell; and I 
actually only had one entrance into my flat, and this gentleman was knocking on my door around 7 
o’clock one evening. He was wanting to use the telephone, he was wanting some financial 
assistance, and he was quite a scary person for me (and I’m usually quite broad shouldered and 
fairly easy to take sort of thing) and consequently I was just in a panic. I didn’t want him to come 
in the door. I really did – it was sort of a gut feeling, but I thought I was going to be in trouble if I 
did (P321).   
 
I feel vulnerable having my surname on my ID badge. I feel anxious that people know my surname. 
The fear is for myself and for my family. I could change this if it became a big issue, but it hasn’t 
so far (PFG 3). 
 
Employee-participants gave examples of incidents such as the above where they felt 
vulnerable or afraid, as though they were part and parcel of their rural practice experience. 
They dealt with them at the time as best they could, using their supports and strategies to 
help them cope and to deal with any aftermath. Further discussion of the strategies used in 
these situations is included in Chapter Six, and those strategies included formal debriefing, 
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supervision, talking with colleagues, and talking with friends, family and/or partner. 
Discussion of potentially threatening situations showed workers being aware of the issues 
around confidentiality but making decisions of necessity to breach that to some extent 
under exceptional circumstances. Such formal and informal debriefing included 
conversations at home. For example, this employee-participant talked about speaking 
with his partner: 
 
It is breaking confidentiality but I mean we trust each other a lot, so I don’t worry too much about 
that. But I mean, technically that’s what it’s doing. But I know that she values it too, and it’s a help 
for her at times as well (P621).  
 
Participants often spoke of using their partners as support people in an informal 
debriefing role. The above quote indicates the trust and reciprocity inherent in intimate 
relationships. 
 
Employee-participants commented that at times they thought that clients misinterpreted 
their professional interactions as friendships, and that may have been what led to 
inappropriate contacts. In particular people with disabilities were mentioned as behaving 
in this manner, with most of those instances being in public places, and out of work hours. 
For example:  
 
And some clients, particularly I mean we have a few disabled clients that we deal with, and … they 
can be extremely persistent and at you the whole time wanting something. And they don’t 
understand it’s [a week day] and you don’t work on that day, so they’re … on your case the whole 
time (P711). 
 
Some employee-participants spoke about intrusions at home. The following participants 
demonstrated their reactions, particularly when incidents occurred when they were not 
only not at work and out in public, but actually at home where they were least expecting 
such contacts: 
 
I felt resentful when phoned at home. It was intrusive, crossed my boundaries (PFG2). 
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When a client phoned me at home, I felt violated. After that, I set some limits and the client 
accepted these (PFG10). 
 
In contrast to the above quoted participants, there were some comments about that sort of 
contact, at home and after hours, being acceptable to individual workers in some 
circumstances: 
 
People ring me on the weekend because I give them my phone number, because if they need 
assistance they need me then – I mean they don’t need me at 9 o’clock on Monday morning (P711). 
 
 A lot of [clients] will ring me after hours, and I don’t mind that. And the kids have learned over 
time that, you know, if mum’s taking a phone call … they know not to interrupt me. I have never 
minded that (P421). 
 
When employee-participants who did mind such contact expressed their dissatisfaction 
directly with offending clients, without exception they reported that responses were 
positive and led to changes in behaviour. It appeared that clarification of roles helped 
resolve the situation.  But as one employee-participant said even after such conversations 
with specific clients, there were always other clients, and new clients, and so the problem 
was ongoing: 
 
But the next time round, it will be a different family, a different person that will say something and 
approach you. So we talk about that, that there’s no relief from that. There would not be a day it 
wouldn’t happen; there wouldn’t be an evening it wouldn’t happen, so and that’s difficult (P321). 
 
Some concerns described by employee-participants involved their family members and 
the ways in which the public face or image of a worker could impact on those closest to 
them. For example: 
 
I don’t want my children to be labelled as my children, [like]: ‘They‘re the [professional]’s 
children’ - where there’s a certain expectation of how to behave … I’m very aware of that (P421). 
 
 Others centred on their own ‘image’ in the community: 
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One example is a worker whose partner’s got a drug problem and … that’s well known in the 
community, so when they’ve made connection with someone who is a client and THEY’VE got a 
drug problem … it’s: ‘Who the hell are you? What can you tell me? I know what’s going on in 
your house…’ … and someone will make sure that they make life very difficult for you (P131). 
 
Image in the community was a theme that was evident with regard to the public face of 
rural workers. Employee-participants were intensely aware, and at times extremely 
concerned about their image, and that of their family members (especially children) in the 
community. For example: 
 
You know, obviously my kids are aware of my expectations about their behaviour, or about what’s 
right and wrong, and that sort of thing. So I hope that they would never be involved in bullying 
another child. But given the way peer groups work, and the way that kids can operate in cliques 
and that sort of thing, I guess I’ve had to say to them: ‘You kind of have to remember that every 
kid you meet could be a kid I’m seeing, and you can imagine how that would be for me if that kid 
rocked up to me and said: ‘Oh your son said something nasty to me the other day and I felt awful’’. 
So I kind of don’t like to blackmail them … and it’s not really fair on them. But on the other hand I 
do hope it makes them a bit more sensitive and a bit more aware. So I mean, it’s not all bad (P621). 
 
Workers often felt that their professional image placed a burden on their children, but as 
has been illustrated above, they saw some positives as well. Setting a good example, or 
practising what you preach, was another way employee-participants talked about their 
visibility in the community and their image. For example: 
 
So it’s just these little things. You’ve just got to be aware all the time, and be aware of the image 
you’re presenting all the time (P721). 
 
There was a sense of some participants thinking that they needed to maintain a 
professional persona at all times. In the main however, they did not see this as hugely 
problematic: 
 
I don’t dare to have an argument with my daughter up the street! It wouldn’t look good! Maybe 
that’s a standard I put on myself though [laughter] – having always to be conscious and aware of 
who’s around (P431). 
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Two of the above employee-participants laughed as they spoke about these issues. The 
laughter was self-deprecating as well as amused, and maybe a little embarrassed. This 
may have stemmed from talking about these personal matters with someone they scarcely 
knew. On the other hand they may have found talking about these matters ‘out loud’ 
genuinely amusing. 
 
Another facet of feeling confident in their work role was the degree of comfort with 
which workers felt they could move around their communities. Participants were divided 
as to whether they had two personae – one public (or professional) and one private (or 
personal) – or just one that was who they were as individuals in their communities. Some 
employee-participants were adamant that a distinction between the two was a survival 
mechanism. For example: 
 
There needs to be some separation between the personal and the professional for survival 
(PMFG2). 
 
It’s always there, in your face, everywhere you look; and for me personally in terms of my … 
mental health, I actually like to be able to be separate from that (P122). 
 
Other employee-participants expounded the integration of their personal and professional 
selves, and saw advantages in having only one guise. For example: 
 
It’s the way workers are as people: my whole personality is ethical and committed to social justice 
so the work/personal interface is just not an issue (PFG2). 
 
As I have mentioned previously, comment was made in focus groups that everyone in 
small communities had multiple roles, and that workers were really no different to 
everyone else in that sense. Some other employee-participants countered this view by 
offering the opinion that the information that health and welfare workers were privy to in 
the course of their work was what made the difference.  
 
Some employee-participants used hats as an example of when they saw themselves as 
needing to change roles, so they became a reminder (in visual terms) of moving from one 
role to another in a given situation. We talked of ‘hats’ – the personal hat and the 
professional hat. For example what follows is a small sample of ‘hat talk’: 
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I can still relax, but the work hat never comes off (PFG10). 
 
I have two hats: me, the mother and farmer’s wife; and me, the worker (P421). 
 
However, another way of looking at the hats was that it was one large hat, or one person 
in a multiplicity of roles which at times overlapped: 
 
In a sense there is one big hat to wear as a person in the community, and there’s different roles you 
play within that. Because overall you’re a member of the community, especially in a small rural 
town … like I’m in [a service group] and you’re still wearing a professional hat even though it’s a 
different role in the community. You need sometimes to have a professional role to maintain your 
own credibility. It must be a very personal thing, and I think it changes in the different phases of 
your life (P431). 
 
This example, which also showed how maintaining a professional persona increased 
personal confidence, provides a useful segue into the next subsection. The next section 
explores that reported section of employee-participants’ experience of their rural life that 
has been interpreted as feeling comfortable in multiple roles.  
 
Participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project identified having multiple roles in 
rural communities as being characteristic of their existence. They talked about ‘hats’ (as 
mentioned previously), about ‘multiple roles’, ‘multiple relationships’, and ‘separating 
the personal from the professional’. The dimension ‘The public face’ demonstrated the 
reality of rural life as described by participants: there were times when employee-
participants felt exposed in the public arena because of their professional roles, and there 
were times when they felt extremely comfortable and ‘at home’ in their communities. 
Overall the impression was that this group of workers felt reasonably comfortable most of 
the time: 
 
We see our clients, we see our clients’ families, we see our clients’ friends at the supermarket. We 
see them at the football on Sunday; we’re on the parents’ committee with them at the local school, 
and things of that nature. It’s very difficult to extricate your professional experience from your 
personal experience from time to time (P812). 
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Again there were comments about the nature of rural life compared with city life with 
regard to multiple roles. Employee-participants with experience in city practice gave the 
following examples: 
 
You’re the neighbour, and the baker’s wife, and the nurse, and little Johnny’s mother – and 
everybody knows. Whereas in the city it’s much more anonymous (P621). 
 
Well, you’re not going to run into people down the street in the city. There’s going to be a clearer 
definition between work and your private life (P511).  
 
The field of practice or context in which the participants found themselves also influenced 
their level of comfort in their multiple roles. More conflictual work roles had more 
potential for unpleasant and awkward moments out of working hours. Less sensitive roles 
led to more comfortable and pleasant interactions. Some employee-participants 
commented that because of the nature of their work, clients were loath to encounter them 
out of the professional setting. Again, participants were very conscious of the impact their 
own presence in different roles in public places was likely to have on their clients: 
 
In [field of practice], people often don’t want to see you as you remind them of a dicey situation at 
home. It may lead to bringing up emotions etc they just don’t need there and then (PFG9).  
 
I really have to weigh up the situation because some people are really horrified to see me. And like 
there’s one guy I know in particular who will literally run away because he’s a mandatory client. 
He doesn’t want to be there, but he has to because of his [court] order. So to see him in the actual 
supermarket I often sort of joke about it and say: ‘Well we’ll just mark this down as another 
appointment kept’. And that for him is sort of okay, but he will, you know, you can sense his 
extreme embarrassment at sort of trying to get away from me … There’s not a lot you can actually 
do to avoid people in the town. I mean I’ve been trying to think of what I do, and I really read the 
situation, and I kind of really hope that when I see these people that I’m not going to make them 
feel uncomfortable. Because they’re more likely to feel uncomfortable than I am, because it’s my 
job, and I can rationalise everything. But then often it’s people who have just stuffed up once or 
twice, and have been through the courts, and suddenly they have to see me. And there I am – in the 
supermarket, the post office, the bank down the street. That’s quite hard for them really because 
it’s a constant reminder of something else. But again, every time I walk down the street or go to 
the supermarket, I’m going to run into clients, and it’s inevitable that that’s going to happen (P711). 
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The quotes above illustrate workers’ awareness of issues for their clients as a result of 
everybody’s multiple roles. Changing roles or assuming a new and very different role in 
the community presented challenges for workers in this group. Employee-participants 
commented that the challenges of adaptation confronting them were only one part of the 
equation, the other being that the community also had to adapt to that person in a new role: 
 
After getting my qualifications and starting work it took a while for me, and others, to accept my 
new role in the community (PFG10).  
 
Another factor was to do with community size when participants were talking about the 
reality of multiple roles and the resultant levels of comfort. However, population figures 
really were not the major indicator of how large or small participants thought their 
communities were. As has been said before, this was a very individual and subjective 
feature of these workers’ contributions. Participants who lived in the regional centre of 
Ballarat differed in their interpretations: some talking about it as though it was a small 
town, others as though it was a largish city. Similarly, some participants from really small 
rural communities often made comments such as in a town of this size… meaning that, for 
them, it was really quite a sizable place, while others would talk about how small the 
population was, and how that smallness impacted on them. It is difficult to give specific 
examples here because of the risk of identifying participants. Suffice to say that 
supermarkets were the main locations of incidental meetings, no matter what size the 
town (or the supermarket), and that workers’ responses in those situations depended on 
how their day was going, who the client was, who was accompanying the worker, the 
nature of their professional responsibility, their subjective perception of the population 
density of their area, and their resultant level of comfort. For example if a worker felt that 
their town was quite large, and felt comfortable with that, incidental meetings when out of 
their work role tended not to be of great concern. In contrast, where a worker felt exposed 
and vulnerable, their work role impinged on their everyday life regardless of the size of 
their community.  
 
Individual differences appeared to impact on the perceptions employee-participants had 
of feeling comfortable in their multiple roles. Most participants, most of the time, felt at 
ease in their communities whether at work or not. They acknowledged the difficulties that 
arose from time to time, but dealt with each one on its merits using the supports available 
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to them. Their willingness to discuss these matters individually and in groups supported a 
thesis that these were issues common to these rural practitioners, they were used to 
discussing them frankly, and that confidence in their work roles contributed to their 
coping.   
 
Summary 
The dimension ‘The public face’ has illustrated how employee-participants felt about the 
public representation of their personal lives. It has illustrated how context and 
circumstances impacted on how workers perceived their situation, and also some of the 
ways this group dealt with the resultant discomfort. Significant factors of ‘The public 
face’ included employee-participants’ ambivalence about the visibility and lack of 
privacy they experienced in their communities, out of working hours; issues around 
vulnerability and safety for themselves and their families; and how being engaged in 
multiple roles (or wearing multiple ‘hats’) was comfortable or not, depending on the size 
of their community, their own personality, confidence and expectations. The next 
dimension considers the professional experience for employee-participants, and includes 
pre-employment education, the realities of the rural practice experience, and the 
availability of ongoing education for practitioners. 
Dimension: The professional experience 
A third dimension of the property ‘As an employee’ was ‘The professional experience’. 
This dimension ranged from educational preparedness to professional development, and 
was indicative of work-related issues identified by employee-participants as impacting on 
their professional roles. The discussion begins by addressing issues of their preparedness 
for rural professional roles from an educative perspective. Major issues appeared to be 
professional isolation, career options, travel, and autonomy, as well as ongoing 
professional development. 
 
As has been mentioned before, participants’ formal education ranged from no post-
secondary qualifications to post-graduate degrees, although most had some pre-service 
qualifications. There were differences of opinion as to the value of being a rural person, 
or having lived in rural areas, as a means of personal preparation for the positions in 
which they found themselves. For example, some employee-participants felt that rural 
experience counted for a lot: 
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A lot of workers from rural settings are well prepared because of their experience (PFG4). 
 
Others felt that simply having a rural background was inappropriate to assumptions 
generally made about being prepared for the rural practice context: 
 
Just living in the country doesn’t prepare you to practise in the country (PFG4). 
 
Formal post-secondary qualifications varied in their reported content and in the value 
placed on them by participants. These workers reported a range of educational 
experiences: some employee-participants had completed courses with a rural emphasis; 
others found courses that reputedly had a rural emphasis had failed meet their needs, 
others completed general courses with some rural elective option; and still others had 
qualifications which had no rural claim or content whatever. For example: 
 
It wasn’t a core part. We did do a rural – there was a kind of elective and I did rural practice, but I 
think you could choose between that and work with indigenous people. I know for sure I would 
have chosen the other one had I been living in the city. But because of my direct experience, I 
chose rural practice. … The knowledge that I got from that was helpful and informative, and made 
me aware of how little there was. But it also made me very familiar with what there is; but that was 
I think because of my own efforts, rather than the course itself. And I found them, to be 
honest …… I seem to remember on the rural practice stuff, I didn’t sense a great deal of 
understanding of where I was coming from, from the lecturers, you know? When they marked 
assignments I knew by the way they responded – or didn’t respond – to the stuff that I was handing 
in that they really weren’t tuned in to it (P621). 
 
Professional training had no relevance to the rural context. It was too theoretical and irrelevant 
(PFG3). 
 
Other participants had more positive experiences, feeling more satisfied with their 
education, and the ways in which it had contributed to their knowledge and feelings of 
confidence in their work roles: 
 
I was focussed on rural practice and found the education quite useful (PFG10). 
 
… I think that studying off campus has prepared me fairly well … [university name]’s BSW 
program has a rural focus, and one of your placements must be a rural placement. Now ‘rural’ –  
  
 
140
 
there’s what I call suburbs of Melbourne that THEY’D class as rural – but I did two VERY rural 
placements. But there is that rural focus, and I think even one of our units was called ‘Rural Social 
Work’ for the whole semester. One whole unit devoted to rural social work. I think it was a core 
unit … and I’ve got some audiotapes that they sent us, and they discuss rural social work, and what 
other workers have found. … Yeah so we had audiotapes we had to listen to; we had to do 
assignments that were rural based assignments – not all the assignments were, but some were 
designed that we had to have a rural focus in them. So yeah I thoroughly enjoyed the course (P721). 
 
It was like practical issues, like [university name]’s Rural Social Welfare versus an academic focus 
in my Bachelor of Social Work. The country course was more useful – not because of any rural 
content, but because it put the emphasis on practical skills. It had no rural content to speak of 
(PFG3). 
 
Again, the emphasis on the words in the second quote is to reflect the emphasis placed on 
them by the participant. Some employee-participants who were social work or welfare 
graduates had expectations about their education for rural practice and were divided in 
their satisfaction levels in this regard. Some had undertaken their education years 
previously and could not remember. Some of this group felt it was irrelevant to their 
contemporary professional lives but their sense was that things had improved recently: 
 
I was educated a long time ago, so maybe it tried to [address rural issues] at the time. But, you 
know, I didn’t retain much of it full stop, let alone anything to do with rural issues. It was 23 years 
ago … but I think it would have changed now, especially that they at least acknowledge some of 
those issues (P531). 
 
Graduates of other disciplines, for example, nursing (in a number of specialities) and 
psychology made little or no mention of the issue. Employee-participants with 
qualifications that were unrelated to general human services/welfare/health professions 
and those who had no qualifications, had had fewer expectations and had taken advantage 
of the seminars, workshops and short courses suggested or required by their managers to 
enhance their skills and knowledge. The latter group of participants comprised of 
community members who had applied for positions of interest to them at the time. Most 
of these described themselves as ‘local’ people. They were employed as potentially 
competent community workers and supported by their agencies to acquire the skills and 
knowledge appropriate to their positions: 
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I think for me in my working life … I used to be a hairdresser before I did this; I’ve always worked 
with people. Closely with people (P111). 
 
… I’m not a qualified community worker in any way. I’ve just fallen into all this sort of stuff 
through trial and error really – mostly error. So I haven’t ever really been educated in the proper 
way of being a community social-type worker. I have no education in that area at all (P711). 
  
Employee-participants suggested some options as to how undergraduates could be better 
prepared by their formal education for life as rural practitioners. These centred on a 
perceived lack of access to tertiary opportunities within their own communities, 
suggesting that the off-campus or distance education mode was seen by them to be better 
than nothing, but nowhere near as good as the face to face experience. One social worker 
commented: 
 
I’d love to see some rural social work training out here, as opposed to just the welfare diplomas 
and qualifications … I’d love to see even the first year, or some early components out here, or 
wherever else around the region (P321). 
 
Participants referred extensively to matters related to their working lives to demonstrate 
some of the perceived benefits and challenges of professional practice in the rural context. 
They talked about professional isolation, professional autonomy, career options, work 
related travel and worker safety issues.  
 
Employee-participants perceived being a sole worker or the only practitioner of a specific 
discipline in a locality or agency as a disadvantage. Workers in those professional roles 
generally described themselves as ‘people people’ and when they found themselves 
isolated in that way it was experienced as challenging and lonely: 
 
I would like the option of having someone else around. A bit closer, and not just a phone, because 
I’m not a phone person. Somebody I could just actually go and see for half an hour after a quick 
call … that sort of thing. That’s what I would really like. And in turn, for me to be there for the 
other (P221). 
 
 I always say to [others] in our job that it’s lonely. Because you’re in the car, and you’re by 
yourself. You may have the radio on, and if you’re feeling really down, you may have the music  
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blaring away – full bore! And you think: ‘Oh I’m coming into a town, I’d better turn it down’ 
[laughter] ‘or they’re going to think: ‘Here’s a lout driving round town’’.  So when I’m alone 
there’s the loneliness of being by yourself, and also when that happens with me, I think about all 
the good times I have had with my peers, … and we had fun, and you could, you know, you could 
have a conversation with another worker and it would be fun. That’s what I miss, yeah … 
Sometimes you just haven’t got the opportunity to do those things. So but yeah the loneliness is 
because I’m by myself. And you just think: ‘Oooh and the endless road’ (P421). 
 
This employee-participant’s amusement at the words being said was demonstrated by the 
laughter contained in the quote. This participant was also a middle-aged rural person, and 
the thought of any of our behaviour being labelled as loutish was amusing to us both. The 
spirit of the conversation turned again just after that to a more pensive and thoughtful 
commentary on the loneliness and professional isolation inherent in this practitioner’s job.  
 
There were strategies that workers developed to help them cope with this sense of 
isolation and professional loneliness. For example: 
 
… I do find myself coming home and thinking: ‘Oh god, I wish I could talk to somebody’. And I 
do. There is another person in the town who works in a little bit of a similar role, and grapples with 
the same sort of issues … and we do talk from time to time, and that’s quite helpful (P621). 
 
On the flip side of isolation was the notion of professional autonomy and independence. 
Employee-participants often valued the opportunities for autonomous practice offered by 
the rural context. For example: 
 
… you know we’re a small team here, and we’re given lots of autonomy so there’s a lot of trust by 
our head agency. And to operate in a way that we believe is appropriate in terms of meeting the 
clients’ needs. And that’s in the freedom to organize our work and our roles, both individually as 
workers, and as a team. And that’s really nice … So we just do it our way! And you know the 
positive is that we are allowed to do it our way (P122). 
 
… I like the autonomy and I like the flexibility (P421). 
 
In the main employee-participants were enthusiastic about opportunities to make their 
own professional decisions and to develop their professional judgement: 
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… the sole worker stuff – I’m my own check. I’m the person who keeps, you know: ‘Look out! 
Whoops, just be careful here’, because I’m having to carry it. There’s no one reminding me; 
there’s no one questioning me. Which is a bit scary at times. It’s scary, but it’s ok, and it’s part of 
developing my work practice, making decisions for later on and … freedom for me to make the 
choices. It’s very valuable for me. There’s no one saying: ‘Oh, you can’t do that..or this, or this’ So 
I’ve got that … freedom of choice to work out what I think is appropriate (P221). 
 
And I have a lot of autonomy, which, well, there’s a lot of benefits to that as well. And 
independence, yeah (P621). 
 
Employee-participants also acknowledged that autonomy as a logical function of rural 
practice.  Individual participants as well as those employed in small branches of larger 
agencies generally welcomed the independence they had within their work roles, 
interpreting it as an indicator of trust by their managers and the communities in which 
they worked. Some examples follow from the transcripts of conversations: 
 
… there’s in some ways probably a greater autonomy over your work, and the way you work, and 
the way you can construct your work (P122). 
 
So I find that we’re allowed to be fairly autonomous. There’s a lot of trust put in us particularly for 
me down here. They’re not with me at all. So they wouldn’t know if I headed off home at two 
o’clock in the afternoon. But eventually they would, because I wouldn’t be getting my work done 
[laughter] … so yeah there’s a lot of trust (P721). 
 
The humour expressed in the second passage represented a relaxed participant having a 
joke at her own expense during our interview, while describing her work situation. 
 
The advantages of autonomy employee-participants described as feelings of being trusted 
by their employers, making professional decisions, and being able to be flexible in their 
time and work management. These positive feelings were tempered at times by an 
expressed fleeting concern about lack of feedback, which led for some to a lack of 
confidence in their ability as a worker. A few employee-participants identified a downside 
of such professional independence, for example: 
 
The professional autonomy is greater in rural practice. But it has a downside: is my practice 
adequate? (PFG7). 
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This group of workers saw more advantages than disadvantages of their professional 
autonomy, valuing that feature of their roles, while acknowledging its potential downfalls. 
On the whole employee-participants appreciated the professional autonomy afforded them 
by practice in their rural context. Another feature of that context however was not so 
positive. 
 
Generally speaking, participants felt disadvantaged by their rurality when it came to 
developing a career or changing jobs. The employee-participants identified a number of 
challenges with regard to career development options or even alternate job availability. 
For example:  
 
The other thing is that there’s not much room for promotion within small towns. There’s one job 
above yours and that’s it. Or there’s maybe two jobs above yours and that’s it. And because people 
stay for a long time, which is a great thing, there’s not much room to move (P411).   
  
You know, there’s nowhere for me to go, other than management and I’m not going there. That’s 
why I’ve been in this job for 17 years (P421). 
 
Some employee-participants from larger centres were optimistic that they would find 
other employment or a more senior position within their chosen locality. For example: 
 
My impression is that there are different social work jobs available in town, in different agencies, 
if I wanted to shift. I don’t think there’d be much of an opportunity to move higher in this 
organisation, but I’m not interested in that anyway, so possibly one would have to apply for 
something in a different agency if one wanted to go up a rung (P531). 
 
… You might do some work in housing, or youth, or foster care or something else. It makes you 
much more rounded. And yeah you just get a lot of different experiences (P312). 
 
Employee-participants who worked in smaller communities were not so confident. It may 
be assumed that larger agencies also offered more opportunity for changes, but employees 
of these organisations were not among the most hopeful. For example: 
 
I can’t go any higher than I am here. I’m not at senior level, but I am at Grade 2, so … I mean my 
pay can go up, but I cannot actually go to a job in this agency that’s more senior to what I’m at – 
unless I choose to go to management, which I don’t … I have no intention of that (P721). 
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There’s nowhere to go [within this agency], unless I decide to take up medicine [laughter], become 
a GP. So there’s no pathway through here for me as a social worker. I guess my possibilities would 
be to take on new projects, or you know, attract funding for some sort of a new program … In 
town, in social work, there’s nothing. There’s absolutely no other positions (P621). 
 
Again, the humour indicated by the laughter was slightly self-deprecating and in the sense 
of the colloquial ‘as if!’. 
 
Even employee-participants in larger centres identified a lack of agencies offering 
appropriate positions. There were comments as well about the nature of rural 
communities. These included references to settlements both large and small in population, 
and were with regard to reputations, both of professionals and of agencies. Participants 
commented on how these reputations could impact on them when they were looking for a 
new position or taking up a new position. Most of these comments were negative. For 
example:  
 
There are a lack of career options, due to being known in the network (PFG5). 
 
You’re seen as over qualified, and well known in the network. This can be a disadvantage 
(PMFG2). 
 
Agency reputations also impacted on worker choice. Employee-participants were well-
informed about their local networks and made informed choices in job markets with 
limited opportunities: 
 
Job and career opportunities are limited here. We have information about other agencies, for 
example, management style etc, and forewarned is forearmed (PFG3). 
 
However, there were some positive comments as demonstrated by the following: 
 
… I actually think if you’ve got a reasonable reputation in a country town, then you’re pretty likely 
to be able to get another job sooner or later (P531). 
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… one agency I’ve worked in I know I wouldn’t get a job back at. And I’ve gone for interviews at 
places and been knocked back. And the sense was that I was getting knocked back because of 
memories of, you know, of other interactions with those people who were interviewing me, and the  
fact that they didn’t like me. So if I was looking for a job in some agencies, I wouldn’t get it 
(P511). 
 
There was a sense of acceptance about this issue, with little bitterness detected in 
participants’ words or demeanour: this was the nature of things; they did not have to like 
it, but they recognised it and accepted it. 
 
An issue associated with career options for some employee-participants was to do with 
the structure of their jobs. They felt that it was because of the ways in which agencies 
received their funding that positions were often just cobbled together. This resulted in 
proportions of the position receiving funding from different sources, and the actual work 
involving for example, two days per week in one role, and three in another; or of an 
agency making a position out of some part-time hours and a few other bits and pieces. 
These arrangements led to confusion for some, and irritation for others, and were 
compounded by short term contracts. Employee-participants found that fragmentation of 
positions and lack of full-time job opportunities presented them with challenges of service 
provision and organisation, but more importantly there were personal financial 
implications as well. For example: 
 
Like myself, they really want me to stay here and work. But instead of finding me one more part-
time job or stringing some more hours on the back of something, they’ll give you a little mishmash 
of projects, which actually impact on your regular work. And that’s actually detrimental to how 
you are, and like it can create more stress … and it’s too short term as well. Everyone’s on six-
month contracts or twelve month contracts which I find really horrible. You couldn’t really 
develop anything from that – just keep your head above water and move on to the next job … But 
our whole lives are on hold. It’s kind of like I’m waiting for this job to come up so I can go to the 
bank and get my loan, and my mate his partner wants to have a baby and that sort of stuff, so I 
mean they just want to build their house but they can’t get beyond the slab because he works, you 
know, 15 hours a week. So yeah, it’s hard (P711). 
 
… so we were hoping we would attract, but see because they’re only on short term positions. See 
with funding these days it’s not like: ‘Would you like a job forever, dear?’ it’s: ‘Would you like 
one for six months?’(P111). 
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Further to this was the notion that such fragmentation was not positive for quality service 
delivery either, and that the work involved administering such disjointed programs was 
disproportionate to the actual time fraction of employment involved: 
 
It is problematic having bits and pieces of programs … I think there would probably be something 
like seven different funding sources for youth programs. Each of which the largest component is 
the youth support three days a week. There’s one day funded here; there’s half a day funded there, 
there’s you know, a bit of some other sort of funding, a bit of this and a bit of that, and that leads to 
a really fragmented service provision and a huge amount of work in relation to the funding 
available … and I think all the funding probably comes to about 0.9 of one position. … it’s not just 
the amount of funding, it’s the fragmentation (P122). 
 
One of the stated dilemmas associated with a combination of work roles in the one 
position was the matter of supervision, where a worker could have a supervisor and 
manager for each program in which they were employed. For example: 
 
I work in two different programs. It’s not ideal, but I have two coordinators and two managers and 
two lots of supervision … [laughter] (P111). 
 
One aspect of the above situation that presented difficulties was the juggling of the two 
roles at times when the employee-participant found that priorities overlapped. The sort of 
situation described above was not perceived as especially problematic, just confusing and 
at times, amusing for the participant. 
 
While fragmentation of positions and combinations of work roles were subjects of 
discussion during our interviews, another contentious topic concerned work related travel. 
Quite extensive travel was involved in the work roles of most employee-participants. 
They were divided as to how challenging this was. Some agencies took distance and time 
spent travelling in the allocation of work to minimise its impact on workers: 
 
I guess there’s people that have ended up giving up jobs because the travelling got too much for 
them, but we seem to mix it around a bit. You know, say, you might have ten clients, or whatever 
number, but you won’t get all ones that are out of town. You’ll get a mixture of out of town, in 
town, so you might be on the road one day a week (P312).  
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Employee-participants talked a lot about the distances they travelled as part of their jobs, 
with some finding it stressful and tiring, others really enjoying it, and most accepting that 
there were pros and cons. While it was often described as a disadvantage – in that clients 
lived such a long way from services, mostly workers claimed to enjoy the experience and 
used the travel time for reflection, relaxation or time out. The crux of the matter was 
being able to allow sufficient time for the journey, and not having to rush and feel 
stressed by the trip itself. For example: 
 
There’s the disadvantage of distance – all the distances we travel. I love driving though, and to me 
that’s the joy of the job. I love getting out there, seeing different places and people, and being 
accepted into different communities. They’re all the pluses for me, and I enjoy doing it (P431). 
 
And I don’t have any issues about driving for an hour and a half; which is probably the maximum 
I’d have to do at the moment … it’s like I use the time for myself, even though I’m working. I 
don’t rush from place to place. I allow time. And then when I see people, I’m usually refreshed. 
I’m ready to see them. I’m not weary, I’m quite relaxed, and so it’s not an issue … I love that part 
of the job. I look forward to the opportunity to get in the car and drive for just half an hour 
sometimes … It’s actually part of the whole picture for me. And by driving, travelling to see them, 
I’m adding another element of service, which I think is fundamental in the country location. It’s 
like part of the language I use, I guess. It goes with … giving people a choice. It’s saying: ‘You 
matter. This is what I do. I’m not making an exception for you.’ It’s normalizing the service to 
people in the country (P221). 
 
Again, the issue of travel during work time was represented as just one of those things, 
just part of the job. As one employee-participant commented: 
 
I do, on average five hundred to six hundred ks a week. And that’s work travel … although at 
times, this week for example, I’ve done just on one thousand ks so far this week. That’s because 
I’ve gone to my furthest outreach regions as well as a trip to a meeting yesterday (P721). 
 
Some related aspects of rural practice were concerned with the time needed to find 
properties according to local directions, and through being unable to successfully plan the 
most time-efficient schedule. Employee-participants saw those factors as challenging at 
times because of the need to plan and think ahead. For example: 
 
… a typical day would be, I suppose, about having to go somewhere an hour in one direction in the 
morning, coming back to the office, and going an hour in the other direction in the afternoon. So  
  
 
149
 
they would be home visits, and finding your way – you know instructions in the country are quite 
different to, you know, Flat Two something or other … And there’s all that sort of stuff you have 
to negotiate and slot into the time (P111). 
 
Thus, employee-participants were generally very matter-of-fact with regard to those 
facets of their working existence that related to position descriptions, travelling, and 
distances. The associated time required to undertake their working roles was mentioned 
on numerous occasions. The way they spoke indicated an awareness of the pros and cons 
of their situations and that, while they perceived the disadvantages as significant at times, 
those aspects did not deter them.  
 
Awareness of matters that constituted components of their working lives extended to their 
own safety. Workplaces were not always conventional: some employee-participants spent 
their working days in offices, but the majority had a mixture of office based and home 
visiting work. Formal occupational health and safety policies were in place in all of the 
participating agencies, and appeared to be taken seriously by all the people involved. For 
example: 
 
The agency does meet obviously occupational health and safety standards. They do promote and 
encourage, you know, professional support and development and all those sorts of internal 
mechanisms … and there’s a very strong commitment by the organisation to do those sorts of 
things (P612). 
 
Occupational health and safety will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. The 
issue of worker safety as described by employee-participants centred more on their own 
experiences at work and the strategies they had developed over time to deal with perilous 
situations. What follows illustrates this point: 
 
But of course, from time to time, especially if you might be visiting families that are violent … we 
have had situations in the country that, people have been quite threatening … so [colleagues] can 
see at a glance from the movement book, to the car book, slips that we’re meant to leave in our 
pigeon holes as to our whereabouts, and we all have mobile phones the agency bought, so you 
know, they’re onto it. They’ve got you well and truly sussed. It’s good for your safety (P111). 
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… the basic one is around if you’re going to go somewhere you have to tell people where you are. 
And obviously you take, if you’re at all concerned, you take someone with you. You have a time 
you’re going to be back, so if you’re over time you can be contacted. Then we’ve done stuff in 
staff meetings around – we have the police come and talked a bit about entering a house … getting 
a bit of a feel as to where the exits are and that sort of stuff (P312). 
 
 In some geographic areas mobile phone coverage was limited or nonexistent, and some 
agencies did not provide mobile phones for use by their workers. Therefore sometimes 
there was no option of calling for assistance if necessary, but there were backup processes 
in place to cover most if not all eventualities. For example: 
 
And we have a fairly good set-up now with outreach. I always try to leave where I’m going and a 
follow up phone number so that if I ever do end up in a whirl they approximately know where I am. 
Other than that, I suppose the last threats I had was from a family violence situation … and I was 
helping her retrieve some of her personal belongings and he rang my work and made some quite 
horrible damning threats to myself … that you know, he would run into me some time in a dark 
lane here in town, and again, I sound like I’m a bit flippant and I dismiss it, but now talking to you 
yeah it’s not so flippant … you do get quite a few verbal threats to your safety (P321).   
 
Thus, workers (and agencies) had developed processes of keeping themselves (or their 
employees) safe or at least accessible most of the time. Some comments appeared to leave 
a bit to chance as they relied on people in the agency noticing that the worker was not 
around, rather than the worker following an established process. For example: 
 
And … what I do is that if I am going to go and see a family that I know is very angry or 
aggressive, I always let somebody know where I’m going, and I tell them: ‘ If I haven’t got back to 
you by such and such, you know you need to contact somebody’ (P421). 
 
 Employee-participants also spoke of the challenges of maintaining confidentiality for 
clients, while ensuring their own safety needs were met. Following is an example of a 
strategy developed for this purpose: 
 
Our receptionist is aware of exactly where I’m going to be – exactly, and how to contact me. So 
she actually is aware of who I am going to go and see. There is a form that I fill out, and I put it in 
a sealed envelope and it sits in my pigeonhole, down the front [office]. And the only time it is 
opened is if someone urgently needs to contact me and they cannot get me on the mobile phone. So  
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I can be contacted, because if it is a client that I’m visiting their phone number is there on that list. 
Now that is not available for everyone to access. The only people who are allowed … is the 
receptionist or whoever is in charge at the time (P721).  
 
Implementing strategies to deal with potentially dangerous situations was part of the 
employee-participants’ professional practice. Agencies had expectations that their staff 
members would comply with the processes put in place for their protection, and 
participants reported appreciating that support and complying with their employers’ 
directions. At times participants showed critical awareness of the broader issues in the 
links between formal occupational health and safety policy and the practicalities of real 
life: 
 
The agency has employed consultants periodically to try and help them address OH&S, but 
unfortunately most of these people are concerned with putting guards on power saws and 
protection around ladders, and have no idea how to develop a policy regarding outreach or home 
visits. I mean you can imagine what it would be like to have a first referral visit to someone with a 
mental illness who’s sitting on their couch quite agitated, chain smoking, in some sort of hovel out 
the back of beyond … it’s not a safe work environment, and yet for the provision of our services 
we really have to be there (P812). 
 
The issue of worker safety proved to be a source of much discussion. Employee-
participants were aware of their individual responsibilities in this regard and felt that they 
mostly practised accordingly. They felt that their agencies were supportive, but also 
acknowledged that not all occasions or events could be controlled for in policy, or indeed 
in legislation. In potentially risky situations, employee-participants chose not to visit 
clients at their homes, but to arrange to meet them in more public places. For example; 
 
When I actually ring [the client] I just make an appointment to meet with them at one of the 
centres that I’ve got in each of our communities … there’s probably 20 staff there (P721). 
 
Creativity was a hallmark of employee-participants when it came to service provision and 
keeping themselves safe. Safety issues represented one significant area of concern for 
participants. Feeling confident in their work roles enabled participants to utilise the 
supports offered by their agencies and to think creatively in their professional 
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undertakings. Access to educational opportunities was another area of concern for 
employee-participants. 
 
Professional development was of concern for participants in that it characterised their 
feelings of isolation and remoteness. They talked about a lack of opportunities for 
continuing education, including postgraduate courses, workshops, short courses and 
seminars. Of major concern was the distance that needed to be travelled to access training 
sessions, and equally importantly, the resultant time away from service delivery. 
Employee-participants also talked about their agencies’ expectations that they would 
participate in professional development activities, but felt trapped in difficult situations 
where they could not fit everything into their allocated work time. The following example 
really summed up the challenges faced on a regular basis by this group with regard to 
continuing education, workshops and seminars: 
 
There’s quite an expectation too, for professional development. But when you’re a hands on rural 
worker, the logistics of studying and being able to make it into the city from where I am out here is 
such a huge barrier … I’m going to some great D&A training next month … When I go to training 
now and I have to drive two hours, I really want to say: ‘I’ve got some good value out of the 
training I’m going to’. I know they’re coming up from Melbourne, and they’re going to be great, 
then she rang me back and said: ‘That training’s been cancelled, it’s been moved, will you still 
travel there?’ And it’s another hour – three hours! … I really want to go to it … Now she’s assured 
me that I’ll get a lot out of it, and I said to her: ‘Right, well I’m going to have to come down and 
stay the night before’ … And I said to her: ‘Can you please tell me why you’re not coming to [the 
original place]?’ And she said: ‘Oh the facilitators from Melbourne said they weren’t prepared to 
drive from there to [the old venue] because there was no accommodation in that town and they 
weren’t prepared to drive in in the morning for the training’ … we are always the ones travelling. 
And because you are, you’re always aware that you’ve got to plan your accommodation, and 
you’ve got to be on time, and you’ve got to find the venue … (P321). 
 
Accessing postgraduate courses also presented mammoth challenges to this cohort of 
workers for whom the decision was often too difficult to be seriously considered: 
 
I am unable to extend my skills to where I want to be … to do that, I have to go away. I have to 
leave my family; I have to make huge sacrifices if I want to achieve that. So that can cause huge 
problems, just by the nature where I live, by the nature that I’m in the country. If I was in the city I 
could just go off to classes (P421). 
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The previous examples demonstrated employee-practitioners’ frustration at the limitations 
placed on their educational opportunities – for continuing education workshops and 
seminars as well as for postgraduate study – by their rural lifestyle. 
 
Summary 
The dimension ‘The professional experience’ articulated employee-participants’ feelings 
about their practice in their rural contexts. It included a number of important perspectives. 
The first perspective illustrated how participants perceived their professional education in 
terms of their preparedness for rural practice. For example, most employee-participants 
felt that there were deficiencies in the courses they had undertaken. In the second 
perspective, the ways in which participants dealt with a number of issues impacting on 
their practice because of their rurality were highlighted. For example, occupational health 
and safety matters, with particular regard to their safety, when participants were working 
out of the office in the community. The third important perspective concerned how 
employee-participants felt challenged and disadvantaged by a lack of access to ongoing 
professional development because of time, distance and opportunity. 
 
Brief summary of the property ‘As an employee’ 
This property discussed the ways in which issues of being a rural employee could 
influence participants’ confidence in their work roles. The significant factors related to 
issues of ethics, the nature and challenges of rural community life in both personal and 
professional contexts.  The first dimension ‘Ethical practice’ illustrated how employee-
participants defined and experienced ethical practice, with particular attention to 
confidentiality and the high expectations they had of all players in the rural network. The 
second dimension ‘The public face’ included much discussion around visibility and 
privacy and the nature of rural community life with its multiple roles, and the resultant 
issues of vulnerability and safety for workers and their families. The third dimension ‘The 
professional experience’ saw employee-participants talk at length about issues to do with 
their day-to-day service delivery and agency experiences, describing factors such as 
occupational health and safety, and education (both pre service and ongoing) as being 
significant in their employee role. The second property of the category ‘Feeling confident 
in your work role’, which was ‘As a manager’, considers the issues from a manager’s 
perspective, with regard to staffing and related matters, and has the dimensions ‘Finding 
the staff that you need’ and ‘Keeping the staff that you find’. 
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Property: As a manager 
A second property of the category ‘Feeling confident in your work role’ was ‘As a 
manager’. This property identified the recruitment and retention factors experienced by 
the participants, and the management of those factors. It consisted of the dimensions 
‘Finding the staff that you need’ and ‘Keeping the staff that you find’. Participants who 
were managers in this study had not only their individual employee responsibilities but 
also further tasks related to the management of their agencies. This added another 
perspective to their professional roles: that of the recruitment and retention of staff.  
Dimension: Finding the staff that you need 
The first dimension of the property ‘As a manager’ was ‘Finding the staff that you need’, 
and ranged from the beginning of the process of employment (e.g., the advertising of 
positions), to the appointment of new workers. Manager-participants talked about the 
challenges of recruiting staff in general, and in particular, difficulties with recruiting 
appropriately qualified staff. Employee-participants also contributed to the discussion and 
expressed opinions on these issues. 
 
Manager-participants talked about the various components in the process of recruiting 
staff from formal methods of advertising, for example, in the newspapers, or by informal 
methods such as word of mouth, to interviewing (and the ways in which rural interviews 
may differ from non-rural ones) and the actual employment.  Most manager-participants 
agreed that recruiting was challenging and at times difficult. There were two major 
reasons for those challenges. The first was identified as the costs and logistics of formal 
advertising. For example, the costs associated with formal advertising impacted heavily 
on agency budgets: 
 
My experience has been that recruiting is difficult. Just the budgets that are available in funding, 
and to look at where you can place ads, and how many times you can place ads (P212). 
 
What we’ve tended to do is to run the ads in the regional papers. Put them on line but then you get 
a lot of people who aren’t suited or aren’t suitable … ‘Weekly Times’, we’ve used the ‘Weekly 
Times’ occasionally; ‘Adelaide Advertiser’ because we’re … sort of in between Melbourne and 
Adelaide; we use ‘The Age’ a bit too but it’s very expensive to get into that (P312).  
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The second major reason related to the challenge of locating staff with appropriate 
qualifications for the work. Working within potential workforce constraints for example, 
a low rural population base and a lack of health and welfare professionals in rural areas, 
led to creative recruitment strategies. For example, some managers were able to access 
volunteer workers already known to them: 
 
Recruitment in a town this size is quite extraordinary … What we’re doing at the moment is that 
we’re creating jobs around school hours. We’re getting people, parents as well as professionals 
applying for these jobs … and the majority of our work takes place between 10am and 3pm, so we 
employ people [from] ten until three-thirty, and our recruitment can also include people who are 
also primary [school] parents. And that gives us a much broader range to pick from. … What 
we’ve usually done with recruitment is that we usually have a significant volunteer base, and 
we’ve often employed out of that volunteer base because it takes away that fear of the unknown 
(P812). 
 
Manager-participants talked about a shortage of professionals with the required 
qualifications in their localities. Local people wanting to acquire qualifications had 
problems with access to relevant courses, and it was often difficult for organisations to 
persuade suitable practitioners to move away from the city.  For example: 
 
It is hard to get people with appropriate qualifications … getting trained counsellors and social 
workers has been quite hard, because someone from here has to decide to go away and do it, or we 
have to get someone here. Attracting people away from regional centres and from Melbourne’s 
quite hard: people that have got appropriate quals, that is (P312). 
 
Manager-participants also commented on the sometimes poor quality of locally qualified 
workers who they had found were not up to the professional standards preferred by their 
agencies. For example:  
 
… we’ll have applications from workers that have completed courses in the local area, particularly 
I talk about (and my experience is with the college, the TAFE college, or the university) over 
approximately 14 years, is that [those institutions’] recruitment or intake of potential students does 
not necessarily give good outcomes for agencies. And I suppose I can think of a number of people 
who did get in to do the course, and who certainly didn’t have the skills to do the course (P212). 
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They also discussed ways of recruiting such as being flexible, by using the benefit of 
local knowledge, and sometimes by taking a chance on someone who they thought had 
potential, not necessarily appropriate formal qualifications: 
 
I have no problem appointing people on potential. So sometimes you appoint people that are just 
ready made to do a job. And sometimes you appoint people that aren’t, but you think, you say: 
‘Well, they will be in a year’s time, or two years’ time, or whatever, and they’re not going to make 
a big cock-up in the meantime, so go with it; and these are the extra things we need to do to 
support them’. So you have to do a bit of that. And we’ve got countless examples of people that 
get appointed who I think, well I guess, in an ideal world, you’d say: ‘No thanks’ (P312). 
 
I’m looking for some bizarre things really. I’m looking for people with a twinkle in their eye. 
Which is I guess what I’m saying there is, I’m looking for people who are still aware of the wonder 
of the world a bit, because you certainly need to have that if you’re going to be working here … so 
I’m looking for yeah the twinkle in the eye; I’m looking for their adaptability; … but yeah I’m 
looking more for those things, and then I’m looking for the human being in there, and I’m looking 
at the way they’ll respond to people (P522).  
 
The challenge of recruiting new staff was ever-present for manager-participants, but 
usually they found that they were able to fill vacancies as they arose by careful strategic 
recruitment practises. Manager-participants were on the whole pragmatic about staff 
changeovers, the dynamic nature of their workforce, and demonstrated an awareness of 
the issues for workers in rural practice:  
 
If you have positions in agencies that run well and you’re doing a good job, you will have workers, 
that will move in, do what they can, and move on, because that’s what the field’s about. You know, 
it’s not a stagnant field. It’s not like … nursing, and doctors and teachers where they’re trying to 
pull in more workers for rural areas. Welfare’s not like that. You know, who wants to be a foster 
care worker for 25 years, removing kids all the time? … Who’d want to do that? Not for the 
money you’re getting! You know, with the mines you might want to do the monkey gig with the 
dynamite for that many years because you get good pay! [laughter] You’re not going to do it in this 
[field of practice] (P212). 
 
The humour of participants was demonstrated over and over again, as was the case in the 
above passage. The example was humourous but the underlying points – that the nature of 
social and welfare work is that workers will often change jobs for a break, and that the 
pay rates for these occupations are scarcely exorbitant – were well made. 
  
 
157
In contrast to the challenges outlined above, some manager-participants stated that their 
particular locations were seen as popular and sought-after places in which to live and 
work, reporting that they had experienced few if any problems with recruitment. For 
example:  
 
We are really in a fairly unique situation here because this community is regarded as a very 
desirable place to live. And so we don’t have any problems with recruiting and retaining staff. In 
fact, quite the opposite because a lot of people do move here as part of a lifestyle change, to get 
away from the kind of career, you know, pressures and progression (P122). 
 
The instance demonstrated above was not the norm in this study. It did however provide 
an example of the diversity of rural areas with regard to recruitment issues for 
organisations.  
 
Manager-participants discussed the ways in which they went about employing a new 
worker, and the way they treated recruitment of workers as an investment in the stability 
of their workforce. Managers indicated that recruiting processes they utilised in rural 
areas differed from those in non-rural areas. For example, the structure of job interviews: 
 
… you know, you’ve got to say: ‘Well, what are your interests?’ And in the traditional job 
interview you don’t necessarily talk about what your interests are. But if you’re interested in the 
opera, and interested in theatre and that sort of stuff, well, maybe this isn’t for you, because apart 
from the amateur theatre you’re not going to get much. Or if you like restaurants and eating out, 
well, once you’ve done the rounds, what are you going to do next week? … Employing someone’s 
an expensive process and if you don’t … ask those questions … you’re going to waste your time in 
appointing them and their time in taking the job. Because they’re just going to end up unhappy and 
they’ve wasted a part of their life on something they just weren’t suited to. So you need to explore 
that stuff with people (P312). 
 
The above example illustrated manager-participants’ awareness of their local situation as 
well as their respect for job applicants.  In their employment processes they attempted, by 
the use of creative strategies, to ensure that all actors’ needs were met.  
 
Summary 
The dimension ‘Finding the staff that you need’ has demonstrated how manager-
participants with recruiting responsibilities approached that component of their work, and 
  
 
158
how they perceived some of the challenges they described. The major issue in this 
dimension was the locating of appropriately qualified staff. Manager-participants had 
developed creative ways in which to engage appropriate workers to enable them to meet 
their service provision responsibilities. Examples provided included that some agencies 
employed local unqualified staff and provided training and support. Geographic areas 
varied in their capacity to attract staff. Some desirable locations had little difficulty, while 
others had a great deal of difficulty. A contributing factor in that difficulty was the cost 
and logistics of formal advertising. Some manager-participants commented that budgets 
for recruiting limited formal advertising outside local areas. Participants elaborated on 
how the interview process had to take into account rural lifestyle issues. Once employed, 
particularly as recruitment was perceived as such a challenge, it was seen to be important 
to manager-participants to develop strategies to retain staff. The next dimension considers 
the issues around retention of staff within agencies in the rural settings engaged in this 
study. 
Dimension: Keeping the staff that you find 
The second dimension of the property ‘As a manager’ was ‘Keeping the staff that you 
find’, and ranged from individual employee responsibility for job satisfaction, to manager 
responsibility. It included such participant-identified matters as individual workers 
accepting responsibility for their job satisfaction professionally by identifying and 
resolving issues, and formal supports such as supervision and social activities offered by 
managers.   
 
Individual responsibility on the part of participants related in one sense to workers taking 
advantage of opportunities offered by their managers. Participating agencies appeared to 
encourage ongoing education and training. For example: 
 
I suppose that’s [something] with this agency that I hadn’t thought of … I can attend training for 
supervision, and that’s something I’ve got a flyer for next month. And I suppose in saying that, 
with agencies [encouraging trainings] on a regular basis keeping skilled up is pretty important 
(P212). 
 
Managers also were reported to facilitate social occasions for their staff, acknowledging 
the potential benefits for all concerned of such activities: 
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I’m pretty big on social activities – not every week or anything like that, but every now and then, a 
good social outing. It builds team spirit and helps people relax with each other (P511). 
 
Social activities were important for relaxation and socialising for all workers. They were 
especially useful for workers who were new to the area and trying to establish themselves 
in their setting. 
 
As well as being perceived as being keen for their employees to access ongoing training 
and enjoy social activities related to the life of the agency, managers were generally seen 
as being receptive to concerns or ideas proffered by staff members. For example: 
 
I think they do, they do make an effort. Yeah, so I think the agency is pretty open to whatever we 
want to do, and if we have an issue, they rectify it (P111). 
 
Other participants including those participants who worked in smaller sub-agencies of the 
larger industry partner organisations, at times expressed concerns that their employers 
could do more to support them. This may be related to the size and type of agency. For 
example, a large agency whose major focus was not on health and welfare service 
provision may have been unaware of some of the needs of workers in those specific roles. 
Workers employed at a smaller sub-agency, which was part of a larger organisation, may 
not have felt as supported or connected to the larger staff group as the workers at the head 
office. For example: 
 
In other agencies I’ve worked for, particularly local councils, there’s absolutely nothing, and like 
with another agency I worked for, again it was very loose, and really left to whoever was 
managing that area, and at times there wasn’t a lot done at all (P212). 
  
Supervision as another formal support mechanism was in general highly regarded. 
Employee-participants all had access to at least one person with supervisory 
responsibilities. This was the case for the majority of manager-participants as well. At 
times what was offered was not the individual worker’s preferred style of supervision, as 
they were seeking professional supervision as opposed to the line management 
supervision on offer. 
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Most participants however had access to a more experienced worker with whom to 
discuss their practice. For some, this was a vital component. Most of those participants for 
whom it was a vital component of their working lives were social workers with a strong 
culture of professional supervision: 
 
Well it was mentioned at the interview – I mentioned it. I said: ‘One condition is that I have access 
to a supervisor who you pay for.’ And that wasn’t questioned. So it’s just like I had to set my 
expectation. It wasn’t a demand it was just like: ‘Well, this is what I do; this is part of my job, and 
it’s something I do wherever I am, and I won’t practice without that, for anybody’ (P221). 
 
Participants not only took advantage of opportunities offered by their agencies, but sought 
further ways of ensuring their needs were met within their organisations. There were 
some challenges discussed regarding issues around professional supervision. Some 
workers had to persist over time for official sanction to access professional supervision as 
a component of their employment, and even then they saw their current arrangements as 
less than satisfactory. For example: 
 
… In the year that I started, my co-worker at the time was struggling to have the organisation 
appreciate and acknowledge that we would need supervision. She sought it herself, she paid for her 
own, and she offered, I guess you could say, peer supervision to me. And we fought long and hard. 
We celebrated madly when we actually secured [a supervisor]. Politically we were not allowed to 
have supervision on site, and so every six weeks … we would have an hour and a half with him in 
[another town] but funded by our organisation (P321).  
 
I go out of town for supervision and it’s monthly or six weekly, or whatever. I’d like to be able to 
have it on tap, in the sense that, you know, usually when I’m feeling the pressure of some of this 
stuff, I can’t avail of it, and it might be three or four weeks later, and you’ve almost forgotten what 
it was like. So I feel that if my supervision was structured in such a way that I could access it when 
I’ve had a particularly bad day or a particularly bad experience, or I’m grappling with something in 
the moment, then it would be more useful (P621). 
 
Still others felt pressured by constraints on their time and their need to prioritise; 
supervision was what fell by the wayside, as one participant related: 
 
So it’s not like it’s not encouraged. Lunch breaks are encouraged, walks at tea breaks are 
encouraged, you know, drinking water’s encouraged (but it’s bore water), going to the toilet’s 
encouraged (but it’s around the other side of the building) – but hang on, I’m just being silly! But  
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there’s lots of things that are encouraged, but when you’re working and you’re so full on, they’re 
the first things to go (P321). 
 
Most agencies as well as making provision for internal line management supervision also 
provided the opportunity for their staff to access external professional supervision when 
necessary, at the agency’s expense. Another option was the engagement of external 
supervisors to regularly visit agencies and provide sessions on an ongoing basis. Workers 
within those agencies warmly received these options and utilised them as necessary. 
There was discussion about external professional supervision, peer support groups and 
their value, with the overall impression being that both employee-participants and 
manager-participants valued them as well. For example: 
 
We have available to us external professional supervision, which is damn near invaluable – keeps 
us straight, and keeps us focussed on the ball (P812). 
 
Normally I go to a local peer support group that meets once a month … and it’s very good support 
(P721). 
 
There was an undertone at times from manager-participants from agencies which did not 
offer such a service about the usefulness of such a system. For example: 
 
Some agencies will say: ‘We have [a professional group] that do supervision with our workers’. 
But if you look at the standards that [those professionals] work under compared with what a 
welfare worker might, I mean the extremes are so different (P212). 
 
The participant above seemed to assume that the only useful supervision was from a 
member of a professional’s own discipline. There were, however, no such complaints 
from those participants who actually accessed external professional supervision as part of 
their work experience:  
 
Well, the organisation’s great really, offering as much supervision as you need, so if you weren’t 
getting it, it would be really our fault … She [the external supervisor] comes regularly. It’s 
ongoing. She comes for a whole day and we have time spots during that day. And there’s even 
scope for more supervision than that. For example, if we’re working with someone with a specific 
issue; I’ve actually been accessing someone … who’s very experienced in that [practice] area … 
so its irregular but I have sessions every two or three months with her (P531). 
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Access to supervision in some form, professional and/or line management, was reportedly 
available to all participants. At times it may not have been perceived as ideal, but it was 
viewed positively as being supportive.  
 
Processes established by agencies to support their workers were generally appreciated. 
The fact that workers felt supported and valued minimised the chances that they would 
consider moving on. Most participants were settled in their workplaces with only a few 
feeling that the time had come to make a change in their employment. Among those who 
had reached this stage there were none who were considering physically relocating to 
another location. Settled workers who felt comfortable and supported in their workplaces 
were more likely to feel confident in their work roles, and less likely to move on. For 
example: 
 
We don’t have a huge turnover you see, because there’re poor old dollies like me live here and 
want to continue living here and staying here, so you really have to wait until people die [laughter] 
or retire (P111).  
 
Laughter appeared again in response to a joke made by a relaxed participant in an 
interview session, but under the humour lay the reality of the situation: workers who felt 
settled in their personal lives and confident in their work roles would work until 
retirement (or death!), which in turn limited turnover and job options for others. 
 
Manager-participants suggested, somewhat jokingly, some other creative methods of 
retaining staff. For example:  
 
We have the challenge of finding local partners for single workers to keep them in town (laughter) 
(PFG10). 
 
Where the participant laughed in the quote above I sensed that this statement was really 
intended as a throwaway line. But there were similar statements in other focus groups and 
occasionally in interviews that led me to think that obviously locals were aware that a 
newcomer to a community who married a local would be more likely to stay than 
someone with no personal ties to the area.  
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It can, therefore, reasonably be suggested that participants were of the opinion that it was 
more than just workplace factors that contributed to the retention of workers in rural 
health and welfare practice. The feeling of belonging to a community, and a district or 
locale, along with other personal factors, also contributed to worker satisfaction and 
preservation. 
 
Summary 
The dimension ‘Keeping the staff that you find’ has discussed ways in which agencies, 
through their managers, supported their staff both socially and professionally. It included 
the perceptions that employee-participants had of their work situations and the resources 
at their disposal, and the ways in which manager-participants facilitated staff retention. 
One important factor in this dimension was that individual workers accepted 
responsibility for having their professional needs met through participating in organised 
activities (e.g., social occasions and supervision of all sorts). Participants also reported 
advocating on their own behalf for other activities they identified as lacking in their work 
environment (e.g., external professional supervision). Another major factor in ‘Keeping 
the staff that you find’ was that agencies instigated formal support strategies for 
improving their retention such as professional development, social activities, line 
management supervision, and professional supervision.   
 
Brief summary of the property ‘As a manager’ 
This property discussed the ways in which manager-participants experienced the 
responsibilities of employing staff in rural areas and the confidence with which they 
carried out those duties. Manager-participants spoke of the factors involved in their 
experiences of recruiting staff. They discussed strategies for retention of staff and 
demonstrated their commitment to ensuring that the work experience was positive for 
their employees and, by association, positive for them as well. The first dimension 
‘Finding the staff that you need’ demonstrated the difficulty of attracting appropriately 
qualified staff, except in desirable locations, and the resultant employment and training of 
local unqualified people. The high cost of advertising widely outside of the local area 
placed budgetary constraints on agencies looking to employ new staff. Manager-
participants talked about how they used creative strategies, for example, flexible working 
hours to attract people to the job. The second dimension ‘Keeping the staff that you find’ 
illustrated how important staff retention was to participating agencies. They utilised a 
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number of strategies to achieve retention of workers. Agency strategies focussed on 
enhancing how staff felt about their workplace and environment. The strategies included 
professional development and training, social activities, and line management and 
professional supervision. The success of those strategies showed how participants who 
were enthusiastic and confident about their professional lives were less likely to seek 
employment elsewhere.  
 
This chapter has so far discussed the ways in which participants, manager and employee, 
indicated feelings of comfort, which led to confidence in their work roles in the rural 
context. The next section is a discussion of the preceding sections, and the ways in which 
they relate to the existing literature. 
Discussion 
The preceding sections of this chapter have exemplified participants’ contributions which 
led to the identification of the category ‘Feeling confident in your work role’. This section 
discusses the ways in which the participants’ contributions relate to the relevant literature. 
It also explores the meanings ascribed to their shared symbol of language. This discussion 
begins with an introduction to the concept of professionalism, and then follows the 
identified properties of this category, namely, ‘As an employee’ and ‘As a manager’, 
through an exploration of their dimensions. 
 
Participants talked at length about their work roles and the ways in which they perceived 
themselves in them. They used the words profession, professional as adjective and noun, 
and professionalism, in a number of different ways. For example, professional as opposed 
to ‘personal’; profession as in specific discipline; profession as in job or employment; and 
professional/ism as in ways of behaving or conducting oneself, both in and out of the 
workplace.  
 
Similarly the literature contains many references to and definitions of ‘profession’. For 
example, professions are considered to have specialised knowledge and responsibilities: 
 
 … professions are occupations characterised by a complex and esoteric knowledge base capable 
of practical application. The profession’s knowledge and skills are applied in an objective and 
unbiased way and are directed towards the benefit of the community as a whole. The professions  
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are considered to be occupations central to the smooth functioning of society (O'Connor, Wilson, 
& Thomas, 1991, p. 147).   
 
Leonard (1997) considers a profession as a way of regulating and standardising practice: 
 
 
Belonging to a profession means having a ‘licence to practice’, being the privileged bearer of 
expert knowledge, and being able to make statements and render judgements within a specific 
disciplinary discourse (Leonard, 1997, p. 97).  
 
Participants also used the word profession in these ways, but in some cases the fit with the 
preceding definitions was quite inexact. For example, neither explanation specifically 
mentions formal educational qualifications. Rather, the requirement for a profession to 
have specific and specialised knowledge is alluded to, but its source is not clear. As has 
been discussed previously, in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project there were participants 
without formal qualifications as well as participants with qualifications. Participants from 
all discipline groups referred to themselves and their behaviour as professional, as did 
those without formal qualifications in the areas in which they were employed. Those 
without formal credentials may have based their behaviour on how they believed people 
were expected to behave in similar work roles, or how they thought people in those roles 
conducted themselves, or how they had seen people with appropriate qualifications 
behave. They may also have been acknowledging a knowledge and skills base developed 
over years through experience and in-service training. 
 
The terms ‘professionalism’ and ‘professional’ as adjective and/or noun are used 
frequently in all manner of writing in the health and welfare literature (Cox, Cash, Hanna, 
D'Arcy-Tehan, & Adams, 2001; Gumpert, Saltman, & Sauer-Jones, 2000; Lymbery, 2000; 
Pugh, 2003; Schantz & Meacham, 2003; Turbett, 2004; Weeks, 1988), without always 
referring to a necessity for holding formal qualifications, although such an assumption 
may be inherent. As has been discussed, the use of those terms was also common in the 
data. According to the American Board of Internal Medicine, “professionalism’ includes 
six values: “… altruism, accountability, excellence, duty and service, honour and integrity, 
and respect for others” (McNair, 2005, p. 7). Participants described themselves in similar 
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terms through their attitudes in our conversations. On the whole, such values were 
important to the participants in my study.  
 
In our conversations, as well as in the literature, the noun professional appeared at times 
to be used interchangeably with such words as worker and practitioner. That synonymous 
use demonstrated a popular trend for the definition to not necessarily entail formal 
educational qualifications.  For example: “… child protection professionals …” 
(Littlechild, 2005a, p. 387) may or may not hold specific qualifications, but the words’ 
usage conjures up a certain knowledge and demeanour. Similarly, the adjective is used, 
for example, ‘professional behaviour’, ‘professional practice’, or ‘professional ethics’. 
For example, “… social, political and professional arenas … the phenomenon of 
professional practice …” (Gregory, 2005, p. 267). Therefore the meanings of these words 
can also be seen as being context dependent. That is, when Littlechild (2005) wrote of 
“child protection professionals” we can assume that those workers have specific 
knowledge and skills pertaining to their child protection role; and when I wrote in 2005 
about “professional practice” we can assume it is to do with rural social work specifically, 
or health and welfare practice more generally speaking. Participants also used this 
language in ways that were context dependent. That is, their words referred to themselves, 
to other practitioners, and to their experience in their rural health and welfare practice 
milieu. 
 
As has been noted before, most of the manager-participants in this study also had service 
delivery responsibilities and were of course, also employees, thus sharing the rest of the 
participants’ issues around ethical practice, the public face, and the professional 
experience. These elements will be discussed next, followed by findings related to 
recruitment and retention issues expounded by manager-participants.   
 
‘Professional behaviour’, for the contributors to this study, revolved around the 
application or consideration of ‘ethics’ and ‘ethical behaviour’. Ethical practice was 
highly valued and aspired to, and lapses in such practice were described as unprofessional. 
While some professional groups or disciplines have published codes of ethics, for 
example, Australian Association of Social Workers (1999), workers who were not 
members of such groups had no formal externally imposed responsibility. However, 
participants in this latter group reported that they were committed to ethical practice in 
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their work roles. The ethics they assumed were carried over from their personal lives’ 
attitudes and beliefs, and linked to the ‘ethics’ necessary in their work roles. Their 
adoption of ‘ethics’ supports the statement that “… the central tenet of ‘virtue ethics’ 
states that behaviour is determined by internally adopted qualities or values … rather than 
by concepts or external rules.” (McNair, 2005, p. 7). McNair (2005) suggests seven 
ethical principles developed by the Tavistock Group that pertain to health care 
professionals for application in inter-disciplinary professional education, namely: rights, 
balance, comprehensiveness, improvement, safety, openness and cooperation (McNair, 
2005). These form part of her argument for more generic ethical values rather than each 
professional group developing and propounding their own codes of ethics. As the 
majority of participants in this study were not bound by membership of any professional 
organisations and their resultant formal codes of ethics, such generic values offer a useful 
framework by which to understand participants’ practice.   
 
Most participants talked of ethical practice, ethical dilemmas, professional ethics, ethical 
behaviour and ethics, but not in discipline-specific formally and publicly expounded 
terms. The one participant who spoke of formal professional Codes of Ethics was among 
those twenty-one who identified as social workers. The reason for this may be that that 
individual social worker-participant took personal responsibility for this aspect of their 
practice, rather than feeling obliged by professional constraint to adhere to a specific code. 
As a social worker, I found it puzzling that only one of my colleagues talked in terms of 
the professional Australian Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics when they 
were discussing their commitment to ethical practice. Reasons for this may have included 
that the participating social workers were not members of the Australian Association of 
Social Workers, that they were not employed as ‘Social Workers’ but rather in positions 
with other titles, or that they adopted more general codes such as that suggested by 
McNair (2005). Alternatively, workers may have held qualifications but chosen not to be 
members of their representative organisations. 
 
There were many qualifications held by participants, and often the title of their current 
position was not descriptive of their professional qualification. People with job titles such 
as Drug and Alcohol Worker, Counsellor, Manager, Family Counsellor, SAAP worker, 
Housing Worker, Community Nurse, Youth Worker, Family Support Worker, 
Coordinator, Social Worker, Maternal and Child Health Nurse, Counsellor/Advocate, and 
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Community Development Worker held a variety of credentials ranging from no formal 
qualifications to postgraduate degrees. Formal professional associations with Codes of 
Ethics may not be relevant in some of these cases, but the application of a generic set of 
ethical values (McNair, 2005) offers a useful framework.  
 
Participants demonstrated significant awareness of ethical issues, and the need for 
confidence and competence in their resolution. Some manager-participants described 
formal processes by which ethical dilemmas could be aired, discussed and resolved within 
the confines of their agency. Examples included agency ethics committees and 
professional supervision. Employee-participants spoke of professional supervision and 
informal consultation as being useful in this regard, as well as professional and agency 
codes of ethics, indicating their willingness to address the tough issues to get the best 
outcomes for their clients. The motivation of participants to identify and discuss ethical 
issues within their agencies and with others, demonstrated a confidence in their 
professional ability and their commitment to provide quality service to their clientele. 
This is consistent with the literature concerning professional supervision and the benefits 
for professionals of supervision, including that which is external, to the employing agency 
in cases of ethical dilemma (Charles & Butler, 2004; Cousins, 2004).  
 
One of the major facets of ethical practice that participants identified was confidentiality. 
There was a heightened awareness generally of the need to respect clients’ confidentiality 
as part of ethical practice or behaviour. This corresponds with the definition of 
confidentiality within the Australian Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics:  
 
The restriction of access to personal information to authorised persons, at authorised times, in an 
authorised manner. Social workers have an ethical responsibility to respect clients’ confidences, 
disclosing information obtained in the course of their duties only with the consent or knowledge of 
clients or their endorsed representatives. In limited circumstances, such information may be 
revealed under legal or authorised directive, through civil duty, or to prevent harm (Australian 
Association of Social Workers, 1999, p. 26). 
 
Confidentiality is also congruent with the aforementioned seven generic ethical principles 
(McNair, 2005). It could comfortably fit under the principle of ‘openness’, where 
‘trustworthiness’ and ‘honesty’ are embedded. Those qualities are similar to the 
Australian Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics requirement to ‘respect clients’ 
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confidences’, and correspond to the way in which circumstances under which they may 
be breached are proscribed. While participants in my ‘Too close for comfort?’ project 
were very aware of the issues around confidentiality and their perceived responsibilities 
in that regard, for the most part they reported feeling confident in the ways in which they 
dealt with matters as they arose. Agencies and individuals had processes and strategies in 
place to minimise breaches of confidentiality. For example, agencies had specific policies 
with regard to confidentiality, particularly concerning documentation and protection of 
clients’ right to privacy, and individuals talked about the care they took to lessen the 
chances of breaches. In practice terms much of the literature also identified confidentiality 
as a significant issue for rural workers (Cheers, 1998; Ginsberg, 1998; Green & Mason, 
2002; Healy, 2003).  
 
In the relevant literature confidentiality was often couched in terms of the high visibility 
of both worker and client in small communities (Pugh, 2003), and the multiple roles, 
which are part and parcel of life in areas of low population density (Lynn, 1990; 
WeissRoberts, Battaglia, Smithpeter, & Epstein, 1999). The ethical challenges inherent in 
the rural practice context have been discussed by a number of authors (Brownlee, 1996; 
Healy, 2003; Lonne, McDonald, & Fox, 2004), and participants in my study talked about 
the predicaments presented by the dual and multiple relationships in which they found 
themselves necessarily engaged. Dual and multiple relationships are mentioned fleetingly 
in the Australian Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics. That Code calls on 
social workers to: “… set and enforce explicit, appropriate professional boundaries to 
minimise the risk of conflict, exploitation or harm” (Australian Association of Social 
Workers, 1999, p. 10) in those relationships, but it makes no acknowledgement of the 
specific challenges of the rural milieu. Similarly, McNair (2005) includes no specific 
reference to the appropriateness or otherwise of her general ethical framework for rural 
professionals.  
 
Participants spoke of situations where they were privy to information that was extremely 
sensitive, for example, about high profile community members as clients of health and 
welfare services. Although participants treated those citizens with the same respect as all 
others, participants were aware of feelings of extra pressure in those circumstances. This 
phenomenon has been mentioned in the literature in similar terms (WeissRoberts, 
Battaglia, Smithpeter, & Epstein, 1999). As has been demonstrated participants in the 
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‘Too close for comfort?’ project were well aware of the ethical dilemmas confronting 
them daily. For example, they talked about the dilemmas they faced over casual or 
informal acquisition of knowledge, such as a casual conversation with their child 
revealing novel information about one of their clients. Participants also expressed concern 
about issues of client privacy where, for example, the use of an agency-labelled vehicle 
could reveal to the neighbourhood the identity of that person’s visitor, which in turn may 
inadvertently publicly disclose information. It has been argued that there were three 
aspects to confidentiality in the rural practice context: “Guarding privileged knowledge 
within rural communities; use of client-related knowledge gained from informal sources; 
and delivery of services in rural areas” (Green & Mason, 2002, p. 37). Each of these 
aspects linked in with the high visibility and multiple roles that were elements of rural life 
as reported in the literature. They also link in with the findings of my study. Thus, the 
three facets of Green and Mason’s (2002) contention about confidentiality in the rural 
practice context were supported by the findings of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. 
 
Participants spoke of the isolation of rural practice, both in terms of geography and peer 
support. They spoke of issues concerning settling in to new communities, finding their 
feet. Similar experiences have been described as ‘culture shock’ for social workers 
moving to remote areas of Canada, associated with professional as well as geographic 
isolation (Zapf, 1993). Zapf’s (1993) findings confirmed insights that practitioners twelve 
years on and on another continent identified as valid today. These issues persist and the 
field has not moved to remedy them.  
 
Participants who talked about their professional education in social work or welfare on 
the whole reported that the rural content of the courses left a lot to be desired. Participants 
acknowledged the strengths of their education in the knowledge and skills base arena, but 
lamented the omission of that which would have been of significant benefit – more 
information and insight into rural practice and rural communities, and improved access to 
appropriate education for rural people. These issues have been highlighted in the literature 
over a number of years (Cheers, 1992a; Lonne & Cheers, 2000; Sturmey, 1992; York, 
Denton, & Moran, 1998). Green (2003) recently wrote of her research into pre-service 
education for social and welfare workers. She highlighted the lack of specific course 
content regarding rural practice, concluding that little had changed over a decade in this 
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field of education in Australia, and offered suggestions as to how this may be remedied 
(Green, 2003).  
 
Participants talked about the challenges they experienced, and some of the disadvantages 
of their circumstances, but were on the whole philosophical about their situations. Again, 
there was acceptance of their reality, both stated and implied, and when necessary they 
reportedly made use of the supports and resources available to them. Agency policies, 
supervision, debriefing, and ongoing professional education were examples of work-
focussed strategies, and the support of their family and social networks featured as out-of-
work resources in those situations (Lonne & Cheers, 1999). Participants in the ‘Too close 
for comfort?’ project, as has been noted previously in this report, were also remarkably 
enthusiastic and positive about their experiences as rural practitioners while remaining 
cognizant of the potential pitfalls. This finds support in the recent literature (Lonne & 
Cheers, 2004). Cheers (1992a, 1994, 1998), in his numerous works on this and related 
subjects, has further exposed and examined these facets of rural practice (Cheers, 1992a, 
1994, 1998). His writing has, over the past fifteen years, contributed much to the 
discussion about the nature of rural practice including its disadvantages and particular 
challenges. A recent co-authored article examined rural human service provision in the 
Australian context and concluded by urging the reader “… to celebrate rural and remote 
practice rather than problematise it” (Lonne & Cheers, 2004, p. 253).  Their large scale 
longitudinal study reported professionals being happy in their rural practice, despite the 
challenges manifest in their day-to-day lives, and is congruent with my findings. 
 
Recruitment of staff presented fewer challenges than recruitment of appropriately 
qualified staff. Some authors have talked about the need for agencies to attract staff by 
offering incentives, such as mentoring (Mills, Francis, & Bonne, 2005), reimbursement or 
subsidisation of removals expenses (Lonne & Cheers, 1999), and the provision of 
resources for ongoing professional and skills development (Cheers, 1992a). It seems that 
this is related to recruiting staff from elsewhere, and most likely, non-rural areas. 
Participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project, however, were on the whole rural 
people who had mostly lived in their localities for extended periods of time. Manager-
participants were enthusiastic about hiring local staff. If those workers did not have 
qualifications but had potential, agencies would employ them and then encourage and 
support them to undertake some formal education during their term of employment. Some 
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manager-participants were, at times, disenchanted with the quality of graduates from local 
courses, as well as those who had studied in non-rural settings, and in those circumstances 
getting the ‘right’ person and ‘training them up’ seemed a good option. The manager-
participants were committed to ensuring mentoring and/or supervision was provided, and 
also that resources for ongoing professional development were available. These factors 
were much appreciated by employee-participants who, while they indicated that they 
were aware at times of some shortcomings in these aspects of their working lives, had no 
intention of leaving town for supposedly greener pastures. Retention of staff was achieved 
by these very strategies in concert with activities such as social functions, support 
mechanisms (e.g. Employee Assistance Programs, in-service education and training), and 
by the employment often of local people to positions in local agencies. Satisfaction with 
their rural lifestyle and feeling as though they belonged contributed to feelings of 
confidence in participants’ work roles.  
Summary and conclusion 
Chapter Five has presented findings and discussion around the ‘Feeling confident in your 
work role’ category. The category had two properties: ‘As an employee’ and ‘As a 
manager’. Professional behaviour was synonymous with ethical behaviour for participants 
in this study. The major ethical challenge for participants in their rural practice context 
was confidentiality. The ethics of which they spoke seemed to be those of generic ethical 
values rather than formal ethical standards required by various representative professional 
organisations. Geographic and professional isolation concerned participants, as did their 
perceived lack of preparedness for rural practice by their formal education. Recruitment 
and retention of staff was compounded by a lack of appropriately qualified practitioners 
in these rural areas but agencies had developed strategies to help deal with those issues. 
Rural social workers have been demonstrated to enjoy their lifestyle and professional 
occupation (Lonne & Cheers, 2004), and the findings of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ 
project suggest that this also applies with a broader range of rural professionals engaged 
in health and welfare service provision. It must be remembered however, that the 
participants in my project were those who remained in rural practice. The participants did 
not include workers who had moved on, and of course, each of those people also has a 
story to tell. The next chapter (the third of the ‘Findings’ chapters) introduces the 
category ‘Nurturing relationships’. 
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Chapter 6 – Category: Nurturing relationships 
 
The previous chapter articulated the second of the three categories that emerged from 
analysis of the data, ‘Feeling confident in your work role’ and the aspects that contributed 
to those feelings. This chapter ‘Nurturing relationships’ reports participants’ experiences 
of their relationships, and strategies they had developed over time to smooth the progress 
of their rural experience. The structure follows the properties of the category ‘Nurturing 
relationships’, and the dimensions of those properties. The chapter’s second section is a 
discussion which relates the data to the literature.  
 
The value of relationships became increasingly evident as the ‘Too close for comfort?’ 
project proceeded. Participants spoke of the importance of personal and professional 
relationships, the impact those relationships had on their everyday lives, and the fluid 
overlapping nature of those associations. Interpretation of these revelations lead to this 
category’s title being deliberately ambiguous – participants perceived their relationships 
as nurturing, and in turn they saw importance in nurturing those relationships.  
 
Rural community life meant that participants had relationships on a number of levels. 
Their relationships overlapped and intertwined. As was elaborated in Chapter Five, 
participants were quick to point out that the existence of multiple roles was the case for 
everyone in their communities, not just health and welfare practitioners. My interactions 
with participants were peppered with ‘normalising comments’ by participants. 
Participants also talked about ways in which they went about nurturing their relationships 
and allowing themselves in turn to be nurtured. Those processes were interpreted as being 
related to internal or intrapersonal strategies, external or interpersonal strategies, and a 
blend of the two, which revolved around commuting from the places where participants 
lived, to the places where they worked.  
 
This category included aspects of the codes ‘Family’, ‘Friends’, ‘Peers’, ‘Humour’, 
‘Networks’, ‘Agency’, ‘Professional’, ‘Rural’, ‘Stress’, ‘Emotions’, 
‘Personal/professional role boundaries’, ‘Incidental meetings’, ‘Multiple roles’, 
‘Commuting’, ‘Strategies’ and ‘Community’.  
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There were two properties identified for this category. One, ‘Key relationships’, had 
dimensions of ‘Personal relationships’ and ‘Professional relationships’. The other 
property, ‘Relationship strategies’, had dimensions of ‘Intrapersonal strategies’, 
‘Interpersonal strategies’ and ‘Commuting as a strategy’. See Appendix C for a diagram 
of this category. 
Property:  Key relationships 
The first property of the category ‘Nurturing relationships’ was ‘Key relationships’. 
Participants acknowledged the place of interpersonal relationships in their lives. 
Developing and maintaining relationships were deemed by participants to be important 
strategies. New arrivals in rural areas perceived establishing relationships, or settling in, 
as a challenging task to be undertaken in a new setting. For example: 
 
There are issues for new single workers moving to new areas, especially social issues (PFG9). 
 
I had difficulty settling into the town. I was seen as a weirdo (PFG7). 
 
Both professional and personal relationships were of significance to workers when they 
first arrived in an area, and at times the two overlapped: 
 
When you move to a new area you join social groups, and you’re always defined by what [sort of 
work] you do (PFG9). 
 
… it’s a very small town so because I haven’t been with that organisation very long, I’m still 
adjusting to the place and the people. What they talk about, how they go about talking about 
people, what seem to be their interests, and all that stuff. So I’m sort of an observer still … but an 
opportunity to talk to community groups for me is a way in. And because it’s been on a personal 
level as well as a professional, I felt quite comfortable (P221). 
 
People who had lived in their localities for longer periods interpreted their numerous 
relationships positively, both professionally as well as personally: 
 
I did the school vaccination program … and I knew all the kids. And I knew how they’d respond to 
the injection, even before they had it. Some of them were, you know, they’d come waltzing in and 
you’d think: ‘Well, you’ll be fine’, and there may be another child that you knew you’d have to  
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nurture a bit more before you gave the injection. So that knowledge comes out when you’re ready 
to use it (P421). 
 
I socialise with a lot of different people, and if they’re not clients or colleagues at the time, they 
eventually will become one or the other – or both (PFG6). 
 
The above quotes demonstrate how participants perceived their various personal and 
professional roles as fluid, overlapping and interlocking. Some aspects of the issues that 
arise from this overlap have been discussed in Chapters Four and Five. The discussion in 
this category ‘Nurturing relationships’ concentrates on the two dimensions of this 
property, ‘Personal relationships’ and ‘Professional relationships’. 
Dimension: Personal relationships 
The first dimension of the property ‘Key relationships’ was ‘Personal relationships’. The 
dimension ranged from relationships with a partner, through family and friends, to 
community relationships. It represented participants’ ideas of the importance of nurturing 
the personal relationships in their lives in rural communities, as well as being nurtured by 
them. 
 
Participants with partners talked about the importance of the intimate relationships in 
their lives in terms of the benefits and support they felt emanated from those associations. 
This was particularly relevant with regard to work-related issues. For example: 
 
… you’ve got your partner’s protectiveness [of] and concern [for you] (PFG2). 
 
My husband and I share a heck of a lot (P231). 
 
I talked about [that work situation] to my partner. We talked about it, we dealt with it that night … 
and we just moved on (P721). 
 
The strength of participants’ feeling in their intimate relationships was further 
demonstrated by the following quote. The participant’s story was representative of those 
told by participants with regard to the complexity of the interaction between their 
personal and professional relationships: 
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… I might actually tell [my partner] about the situation, rather than the person. And I think I 
probably did say in that case: ‘We had someone from our neighbourhood come in today’, and I 
said: ‘You know, that wasn’t easy, and it’s affected the way I think about that family.’ But I said: 
‘I can’t tell you who it is.’ … Yeah and that does help a little bit. You feel supported a little bit, 
and it’s a way of letting it out … but I specifically didn’t let the name slip because I didn’t feel – 
well it would be unethical anyway, but it was too close. I didn’t want his perception of that family 
affected. You know, I didn’t want him to have to deal with that problem then, and yeah, it just 
wasn’t appropriate, it was too close to home (P531). 
 
Feeling nurtured and supported by her partner was important to the participant quoted 
above, but so was nurturing him (through the consideration of withholding the 
neighbour’s name), and the client family (by protecting their privacy). 
 
Another aspect of this dimension concerned broader family relationships, and those with 
friends. Participants, as was mentioned in a previous chapter, mentioned friends and 
friendships less frequently than they mentioned partners and other family members. There 
were numerous examples however, of how multiple roles overlapped and one other 
person could be family member, and/or friend, and/or colleague, all at the same time: 
 
[R: Do you socialise with people from work?] 
P: Well I do. I wouldn’t even say I limit it. Certainly the couple that I’m very good friends with, [I 
work with her and] we try and talk about things other than work. And if we ever slip into it our 
partners are pretty quick to pull us out of it, and that’s very good … (P111). 
 
… so I just raise the fact that we’ll run into each other in the supermarket, or that’s she’s my sister-
in-law’s best friend, or whatever, and: ‘How are we going to negotiate those situations?’ And what 
she’s comfortable with; and I’ll say what I’m comfortable with. I’ll say: ‘Look, I’m not really 
comfortable with talking about this stuff in the supermarket, or at a family party, or down at the 
swimming pool’ (P621). 
 
Where participants spoke of their family relationships, it was usually in terms of their 
own children. Their emphasis was often on the contentment of reciprocal family 
relationships. For example: 
 
You know, I have a daughter and a granddaughter close by in other towns, and like to spend time 
with them (P231). 
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There’s nothing more important to me than my own family. And I think that once you get your 
things like that in perspective … even though I can get overloaded [at work. Gestures to one side], 
I’ve got to do something about it, because over here [gestures to the other side] when I go home is 
what I’m all about. You know, that’s what I love, what feeds me and I can’t leave that alone. I 
can’t wait to get home, ring up my boys, talk to my kids, you know? That’s where I plug my 
energy in from (P111). 
 
Wellbeing, privacy and safety were also factors in the nurturing behaviour alluded to by 
participants with regard to their children. These factors formed an important part of 
participants’ relationships and their caring behaviours. For example: 
 
I’m protective of the family too in the sense of some of the families I deal with have a strong 
history of violence, drugs, criminal activity, and things like that, so I have to be very protective 
(P421). 
 
When I was out at [the school], I was working with a very violent dangerous young man, and my 
daughter and her friends walked past. And I was trying to hide because I didn’t want them to sing 
out: ‘Hello mum’, or for them to be identified by that particular client (P431). 
 
At times participants mentioned their relationships with extended family, usually parents 
and/or siblings. One participant for example, expressed disappointment in family 
members who had not lived up to that worker’s expectations: 
 
I’ve been working in this field for a number of years now, and I would’ve thought over a long 
period of time, and a number of conversations, that my family, like my parents and my brother, 
would be far more aware of what I do and who I deal with … and at times like that I despair … 
and [what was said about people with disabilities] was a really offensive thing to say (P812). 
 
The participant’s distress may have stemmed from the value they placed on those family 
relationships. The frustration felt by the participant when people they cared about had not 
responded in the manner they would have preferred, led to them feeling as though their 
family member had in some way let them down.  
 
Participants talked about the nature of small communities and how their supportive 
professional behaviour spilled at times out into their social lives, as a result of having 
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information about other people in the community. For example, for the following 
participant a decision regarding her support (nurturing) of another woman from their 
mutual community, provided some angst: 
 
I wouldn’t say we’re friends, but I do have concerns, and I’ve built a relationship with this woman. 
I know what happens to her sometimes when she leaves a place when she’s that intoxicated; 
whereas other people wouldn’t realise that within the social scene, and I’m not going to say 
anything. So she says: ‘I’m leaving. I’m walking home now.’ My concern is she’s going to fall on 
her face, and injure herself seriously … so I’ll say: ‘I’ll give you a lift’…  She’s probably not even 
going to remember that I drove her home, but I’m just not prepared to just say goodbye and leave 
her. Because … I’m going to be a bit concerned about her and not enjoy the rest of my night. And 
it certainly wouldn’t feel very good if the next day I find that something really awful has happened 
to her (P131). 
 
The incident between the participant and the woman mentioned above was interpreted as 
nurturing. That relationship seemed to be valued by the participant much more than she 
believed it would have been by other community members. The participant has minimised 
the value of her response to the woman by talking about how she thought she would feel 
if something adverse had happened, rather than accepting her own concern for the other 
person as a valid human response. This may have stemmed from the participant possibly 
having mixed feelings about her reaction to the woman’s plight. It may also have been 
due to some diffidence on the part of the participant in the context of an interview for a 
research project with a researcher who was scarcely known to her. 
 
Summary 
The dimension ‘Personal relationships’ has enunciated participants’ key personal 
relationships and the nurturing nature of those relationships. Personal relationships were 
important to the participants in this study, and they spoke at length about them. Partners, 
family, friends and other community members contributed to the nurturing appreciated by 
participants, both as givers and as receivers. Reciprocal care was particularly noted 
between participants’ partners and friends, rather than between extended family and other 
community members. The nurturing of family members, particularly but not exclusively 
children, was mainly associated with their protection. With community members the 
nurturing was interpreted by me as being more of a natural extension of the participant’s 
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professional role. The next dimension considers the professional relationships in which 
participants engaged and the reciprocally nurturing nature of those relationships.   
Dimension: Professional relationships 
Another dimension of the property ‘Key relationships’ was ‘Professional relationships’. 
This dimension ranged from proximal professional relationships with colleagues and 
agency, to more distal relationships within professional networks. Participants talked a lot 
about their jobs and their professional roles, and the relationships they had established 
through those channels.  They talked about how they felt about those relationships and the 
reciprocity involved in developing and maintaining them.  
 
Participants spoke about relationships in their workplaces positively. Comfortable 
supportive associations with colleagues figured frequently in our conversations. Peer 
support and friendliness was seen to be important and generally available, which was 
usually much appreciated. For example: 
 
… we can blow into any other worker’s rooms and talk about situations … there are lots of 
avenues really. It couldn’t be better (P531). 
  
You get to know people a lot better in different roles. You know they have other interests and other 
knowledge that adds to who they are in a professional role (P431). 
 
However, there were times when misinterpretations of appropriateness led to ill-feeling: 
 
At times, older more experienced workers who have been here longer will offer unsolicited advice 
to younger, more recent arrivals. On the whole, this familiarity isn’t appreciated (PFG10). 
 
Keeping a balance between being helpful and being seen as interfering at times proved 
challenging within organisations, although the majority of situations were interpreted as 
being accepting and friendly (nurturing), within the constraints of work relationships. 
 
Participants on the whole were of the opinion that agencies were supportive of their staff, 
as has been discussed in Chapter Five. Participants talked about the relationships they had 
with their employers in positive terms. Workers felt valued. For example it was noted 
(about employers) that: They take care of us (P111). Participants in turn cared about their 
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agencies both as institutions and as groups of people. A feature of those relationships was 
once again their reciprocal nature. For example: 
 
… workers are very stretched and certainly a lot of them put in more time than they’re actually 
paid for, so services rely on goodwill [ i.e., the goodwill of their staff] (P122). 
 
Agencies appeared to value their staff. This interpretation stemmed from the ways 
participants talked about their employers supporting them and providing a positive work 
experience. In return workers were prepared to work very hard to achieve agency goals. 
The obverse is the other part of this interpretation: that workers worked extremely hard, 
and therefore agencies provided support and services for them. Reciprocity. The toll taken 
on participants working ‘extremely hard’ is discussed in detail later in this chapter.  
 
Participants whose work places were smaller offices located in communities other than 
the head office of their agency spoke of limitations to the quality of their relationships 
with their organisation. One major concern was about finances, share of budget and other 
resources. For example a participant noted: 
 
We actually have to pay corporate fees to belong to our auspicing agent. Now by the time that we 
take in management fees, admin fees, shared costs and vehicle expenses, I think we actually 
contribute [a significant proportion] of the budget to belong to that organisation. We’re in a 
different town, a different campus, we answer our own phones, we organise our own office 
supplies, we do all that sort of stuff; yet we pay [that much] of our yearly budget (P812). 
 
The manager has two days per week allotted for management. The other days are for service 
provision. It not enough time to manage the [sub-agency], and supervise [all of the other] workers 
(PFG6). 
 
Another major concern was a perceived lack of understanding within large organisations 
of the issues and differences between those agencies’ home communities and the 
situations in their smaller sub-agencies. For example: 
 
There can be tensions with a sub-office from a larger organisation. It can be a bit sensitive. One of 
the tensions is that [sub-agencies] are quite expensive to run … so I mean there are a whole lot of 
funding issues, and political issues there as well. But I think sometimes there is a lack of 
understanding. I have to be a bit careful because I don’t want to overstate that, but a lack of  
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understanding about the different issues in smaller towns. Because of the small community and the 
multiple relationships, some people would not access our service if they knew that their 
information was going to be accessible to someone else out of town [at the head office]. People in 
a big town just don’t understand that. It’s sort of alien. It doesn’t even cross their thinking … but 
there’s a sense that policy is driven by the bigger town and head office for their services, and not 
necessarily looked at as to its appropriateness to the smaller outlying offices (P122). 
 
[A] lack of resources in a small town [sub-agency] discriminates against clients and frustrates 
workers … the larger agency has the attitude of  ‘[bigger town] is only x kilometres away’, but 
they have no understanding of life’s realities for clients, with the challenges of distance, travel, 
transport … the [governing body] is insular and hasn’t a clue about small town issues (PFG6).  
 
A third major concern regarding larger organisations with sub-agencies was about the 
nature of autonomy with regard to broad service delivery. In a previous chapter, mention 
was made of the advantages of working in a sub-agency, one of which was the value 
given to professional autonomy by participants. However this particular aspect of 
autonomy concerned broader policy features of organisational management and function. 
For example: 
 
If a section of the community came to us and said: ‘We really don’t like the way you’re doing that, 
we think you should change it’, then we would take that on board very seriously, and it could 
potentially lead to tension: ‘We’re the agency. We decide how things are organised’. Whereas 
we’re much more likely to say: ‘The community needs to have much stronger input into that.’ 
(P122). 
 
We have autonomy in our regional offices, but it’s not written down. So it’s precarious, and could 
easily change. We use different models of practice to suit our rural context. [They] are good 
practice but they don’t always fit [agency] guidelines. I guess we choose to take a calculated risk 
(PMFG1). 
 
The larger agency is best to leave us alone (PFG8). 
 
The concerns demonstrated these participants’ reservations about the nature of their sub-
agencies’ relationships with the larger head offices situated in larger communities. The 
issues raised were indicative of participants feeling misunderstood and in a way, 
undervalued, by their employing organisations. In previous chapters participants spoke of 
the positive aspects of their engagement in smaller communities as part of larger 
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organisations. The relationship issues discussed in the preceding paragraphs indicated 
some of the flaws participants perceived in the structure and function of large agencies 
that had outlying sub-agencies. Participants also talked about the larger networks of 
which they were a part. 
 
Participants’ experience of broader professional networks was varied and opinions ranged 
from the very positive to the quite negative. This range was interpreted as a balanced 
representation of the reality. For example: 
 
Having worked in different agencies in the same area, workers know more workers and develop 
strong networks. You can use this for advocacy, knowledge of agencies and services; you can 
make connections (PFG3). 
 
Because of these small rural services we often become aware of other clinicians, perhaps socially, 
and we develop opinions. And I think there are times when we don’t pass on information, and we 
don’t make referrals because: ‘We don’t like you’; or: ‘We don’t think you’re very good at what 
you’re doing;’ ‘We don’t think you’re very professional’ (P812). 
 
The preceding quotes could be interpreted in a number of ways. On the one hand the first 
quote above was interpreted as being positive as it provided some insights into the ways 
in which participants assessed other workers for appropriate referrals for their service 
users; the second quote may have been seen as being judgemental and unhelpful, that is, 
quite negative. On the other hand, both of those passages above can also be interpreted as 
depicting workers’ caring about the quality of service available to clients in the 
professional network. 
 
Further examples of the equivocal nature of professional networks demonstrated the 
interactions and reciprocal respect of professional groups: 
 
… the police specifically said: ‘Can we give you a call if we just want to debrief with you?’ And 
my initial reaction was: ‘Yes’ – but I haven’t told them that yet. And my boss at work has said: ‘If 
there’s any staff members who need to contact you out of hours, what about it?’  (P221). 
 
They’re very supportive, very understanding. You know how nurses like to do things – they like to 
fix things? And they say that too: ‘We want to fix the situation.’ And I say to them: ‘Sometimes 
you just can’t’. They’re very understanding and very patient with all that social justice stuff (P721). 
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As well as talking about specific groups of professionals, participants felt nurtured and 
supported by some informal groups established within their networks. For example: 
 
… our local elitist workers’ group … meets monthly. It is an amazing form of supervision, because 
it’s the old and the new, and mainly private practitioners in the region who get together. It’s been 
eight years, and I never not go. It’s a bit like the Masonic Lodge, and I’m sure you’ve nearly got 
[to know] a secret handshake to get in. Once you’re in, you’ve got to totally do the right thing to 
stay in, and so I feel very privileged to be part of this – which sounds very naughty of me - because 
it is very elitist. But it has been great learning and we all share [in providing] professional 
development [to the group] (P321). 
 
The preceding quote was uttered tongue in cheek, but the participant’s sincerity was in no 
doubt. A number of such groups were mentioned positively in the conversations related to 
this study. The need for nurturing the relationships among workers in rural communities 
was demonstrated by the reciprocal nature of their interactions. The indications were that 
workers felt valued and supported (nurtured) by networks of other practitioners, as well as 
contributing and supporting (nurturing) their colleagues.   
 
Summary 
This dimension ‘Professional relationships’ has articulated the key professional 
relationships identified by participants, and my interpretation of the reciprocally nurturing 
nature of those relationships. One of the major points in this dimension was that overall 
participants appreciated their peer relationships within their agencies. Participants talked 
about their employers in terms that I interpreted as being appreciative of the support 
offered by their employers. In reciprocation, participants worked hard for those employers. 
Another major issue concerned relationships between large agencies and their sub-
agencies in smaller communities. Participants indicated that at times relationships 
between agencies and their sub-agencies were strained by what participants perceived as a 
lack of understanding by the large agencies of the situations in the smaller communities 
where the sub-agencies were located. A third major issue in this dimension concerned 
broader professional networks.  Participants’ comments about other workers and agencies 
within their networks were interpreted in the light of their commitment to quality service 
delivery for community members. Participants also appreciated informal worker groups 
where they experienced mutual collegiality. In those groups they received support, peer 
  
 
184
supervision and professional development while providing those same things to other 
group members in a reciprocally nurturing environment.  
  
Brief summary of the property “Key relationships 
This property discussed the ways participants perceived their personal relationships 
and their professional relationships. Participants valued their relationships, in which a 
major factor appeared to be the reciprocity of the caring. The first dimension ‘Personal 
relationships’ demonstrated how participants valued their personal relationships, and the 
reciprocal nature of those relationships. Relationships with participants’ family members, 
in particular children, centred on the protection of those people. Relationships with other 
community members demonstrated a similar caring to that exhibited in participants’ 
professional relationships, which may suggest some common personality traits among this 
cohort of participants. In the second dimension ‘Professional relationships’, participants 
appreciated their relationships with their peers and their employers. Participants reported 
feeling valued by their employers and as a result had no compunction about working hard 
providing the services for which they were employed. An issue for participants who 
worked in sub-agencies of large organisations was that, while they felt supported and 
valued by those organisations, they felt misunderstood. They also felt that what they saw 
as the ‘broad-brush’ or ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach preferred by the large organisations 
disadvantaged clients living in the smaller communities. Informal peer support groups 
provided participants with welcome opportunities to nurture and receive nurturing from 
other group members. The nurturing nature of their interpersonal reciprocal relationships 
contributed to participants’ reported satisfaction with their situations in their rural 
environments. The second property ‘Relationship strategies’ illustrated the ways in which 
participants behaved within their relationships. It had the dimensions ‘Intrapersonal 
strategies’, ‘Interpersonal strategies’, and ‘Commuting as a strategy’. 
Property: Relationship strategies 
The second property of the category ‘Nurturing relationships’ was ‘Relationship 
strategies’. It consisted of the dimensions ‘Intrapersonal strategies’, ‘Interpersonal 
strategies’, and ‘Commuting as a strategy’. In preceding chapters relationships have also 
been discussed. In this property the focus of relationships was concerned with the 
strategies that participants employed variously to develop, maintain and enhance their 
relationships on a number of levels. For example: 
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Strategies for health and happiness: [counting them on fingers] silent number, mobile phone, sense 
of humour, being careful which clients you take on; sharing an office with [a special colleague] … 
and having a ready-made strategy for those inevitable incidental meetings (PFG10). 
 
Things that contribute to successful rural life and practice [are things like]: accept the inevitability 
of incidental contact – get over it; have strategies for when it happens. People are usually happy to 
talk. Be part of the community: attitudes, beliefs and personality. Keep some boundaries (PFG2). 
 
The relationships experienced by participants were nurtured (and nurturing) in a number 
of ways. ‘Intrapersonal strategies’ for developing, maintaining and enhancing 
relationships included humour, resilience, stress management, and self-nurturing or self-
care. ‘Interpersonal strategies’ for dealing with their relationships were interpreted as 
those tactics participants used to deal with such events as incidental meetings with service 
users. They included the use of debriefing and caring relationships, and personal and 
professional role boundaries, as well as the ways in which the spectrum from deliberately 
rigid boundaries to relaxed and loose boundaries was traversed. ‘Commuting’ was a 
strategy mentioned by participants in a number of different contexts: from short distance 
commuting, for example, from a farm on the outskirts of town, to long distance 
commuting, like travelling for close to an hour to get to work from home.  
 
Participants talked about the ways in which they thought they had changed over the years 
of their rural experience. They reported that those changes were related to experiencing 
numerous relationships with numerous people in small communities, and that now they 
thought they deliberately did things differently. For example: 
 
Years ago when I was young and newly married, [the closeness of rural life] didn’t particularly 
worry me, but as time’s gone on, I feel as though I need to preserve myself. And I do go – my 
mental state varies – because some days I am full of energy, and other days I’m not. And when I’m 
not full of energy is usually when I start to worry about lots of things, and that’s when I need to go 
and hide (P421). 
 
Once you’ve figured out a few tricks yourself at the beginning of living in the country, then I think 
you’ve got yourself set up to be able to respond to anything that anybody might say, because you 
really have to. I mean there is no point in saying anything that’s going to even give a hint … [of  
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anything confidential] … so you just learn a few different phrases, and then once you’ve got them, 
well, that’s it (P522). 
 
Then there were the relationship strategies that participants had unknowingly developed 
over time. For example: 
 
… I know that I change my behaviour. I go into a supermarket, or I go shopping and I walk with 
my head down. I definitely give a message: ‘I’m in another world; I’m not available’. And I 
haven’t done it deliberately; it’s just developed over a period of time, so it’s some sort of survival 
thing, or protective thing (P231). 
 
Look, I’m probably not as social as I used to be, because I think I can’t be bothered … I feel 
committed to this [field of practice] and I’m quite happy doing that … And I realise now that I 
don’t seek many social things because, honestly, I’d rather read a book (P632). 
 
Information like the passages above was interpreted as representing adaptive strategies to 
the realities of professional practice in the rural context that had been acquired 
unconsciously. The participants quoted above spoke hesitantly. Interview discussions 
provided opportunities for reflection, and the participants quoted above spoke as though it 
may have been the first time they had verbalised some of these thoughts.   
 
Strategies had been developed in a number of ways. These will be discussed in the 
dimensions of this property.  
Dimension: Intrapersonal strategies 
This dimension ranged from qualities interpreted as being innate, or naturally occurring in 
participants, to those strategies interpreted as having been learned in response to the 
challenges of living in their small rural communities. It included personal attributes like 
humour, as well as learned tactics including stress management and ways of dealing with 
situations that were referred to often as intrusive, without damaging existing relationships. 
 
Participants talked about a number of personal qualities, and gave examples which were 
indicative of those qualities. For example, humour: 
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There are just little gems at times when you just smile and marvel at how wonderful the world is 
[laughter] (P511). 
 
This can be a really difficult workplace, but there’s a huge amount of humour here and it’s a really 
good place to work, I think (P812). 
 
These quotes showed how participants talked about humour: naming that experience, or 
speaking in a humorous, light-hearted way without explicitly naming it. Their laughter 
was an indicator of their perceptions of the humourousness of the situations under 
discussion, and the value of humour in their workplace to diffuse tension or manage 
difficult situations. 
 
Another illustration of an innate strategy for nurturing relationships was that of general 
human relating skills, for example, friendliness and politeness. In dealing with colleagues, 
one example was: 
 
 
I deal with [incidental meetings with colleagues] by being as open and friendly as I’d be with 
anybody … so just being how I am:  ‘Good to see you. How’s it going?’ (P711).  
 
Clients and other community members were managed a little differently. For example: 
 
When accidentally meeting clients outside of work, I just say: ‘Hello’ and keep walking (PFG1). 
 
When I meet someone I’m just courteous and succinct: ‘Good to see you’ … I keep the contact 
short but polite (PFG3). 
  
Participants felt that natural spontaneous responses such as the above illustrations 
exemplified were respectful, and fostered healthy relationships with other people. Note 
that not all the examples cited above related to contact with clients: the first one was to do 
with colleagues; the second one referred to clients; and the third one concerned 
encounters with other community members when the participant was in the company of 
clients outside the office.  
 
Participants also reported having learned strategies for dealing with relationship issues in 
their rural setting:  
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Sometimes I see them coming for me, and you can’t run fast enough … I limit the social 
interaction I have with work people (P111).  
 
While the participant in the above quote had her tongue firmly planted in her cheek, she 
made a serious point. Participants talked about avoiding people that they had no desire to 
interact with at particular times, as well as avoiding places where such contact might take 
place. For example: 
 
What I notice more than three years down the track is that I have tended to withdraw a bit from the 
community. I don’t, or I hardly ever, go to the local pub any more. I would tend to prefer to go to 
another town. It’s not that I went there much before, but I mean I’d think twice about it now. And 
it depends on who I’m seeing at the time, and what sort of crisis they’re having at the time, and 
that sort of thing (P621). 
 
Another strategy learned to protect relationships was that of withdrawing, not physically 
as above, but emotionally to enable replenishment. For example: 
 
Well, sometimes I’m not a caring [person]. Sometimes I’m very self-centred, focussing on me … 
totally doing my own thing. And I need to be able to do that, so that then I can be empathic in my 
work. I think to be a constantly caring person would be ... it’s a myth. It would be very hard (P632). 
 
The emotional withdrawal described by the participant quoted above was interpreted as 
being indicative of self-caring, although the participant did not put it in that language. The 
fact that being totally caring was described as hard was a clue as to the way that that 
worker perceived the stress of the job. Participants mentioned the potential for stress as it 
related to their work and the challenging relationships within their professional roles. For 
example:  
 
You only need two or three clients that you’re doing the initial work for … like weekly visits, and 
you can have several weeks in a row, and [you’re] just about hysterical you’re so tired. Yeah, so 
you have your challenging times like that. And I would say a couple of times a year I seem to have 
about six weeks that are quite crazy, and I spend half my life dragging my sorry self home at nine 
o’clock at night (P111). 
 
But then the nature of potential confrontation is extremely stressful. The nature of the work is 
difficult enough, without those sorts of challenges being there (P612). 
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Participants mentioned the potential for stress in their own working lives, as exemplified 
above. This was significant, but often they seemed to recognise it sympathetically in 
others, in the context of their relationships, for example, with their colleagues: 
 
They’re under a great deal of stress. Their caseloads are maxxed out to whatever. Whereas at least 
we get a chance at least once a week at our staff meeting to say: ‘Look, my caseload is up to here. I 
can’t take another person.’ (P711). 
 
So I think that’s how people burn out, and become vicariously traumatised and compassion 
fatigued, is when there’s no separation and [the job] is with them 24 hours a day. This is what 
people experience (P632). 
 
Care and empathy for others were hallmarks of our discussions, and the nurturing nature 
of the workers involved was notable. Participants acknowledged the stress inherent in 
their working lives but did not report it as insurmountable. For example: 
 
Workers sometimes have the expectation that you as a manager will effect change, and at middle 
management level, you’re the meat in the sandwich. That’s stressful. But it’s still the best job I’ve 
ever had (PMFG1).  
 
Where participants reported feeling distressed by the amount of work-related stress in 
their lives, there was no hint that leaving their job or the district was an option. For 
example: 
 
… my immune system I feel is really low at the moment. I’m picking up so many more 
[infections]. I am quite depressed. I am finding it quite difficult to get out of bed in the morning 
and face … life … and when I start to feel like that, like I don’t want to see [another] human, I 
know that it’s getting time for me to have a holiday (P321). 
 
 
Some times are more stressful than others. That’s part of the job. That’s part of what you accept 
when you apply for a job, and you are asked those questions about how you will handle it. For me 
personally, it’s part of the job … (P431). 
 
Strategies for dealing with the stress that had the potential to damage their relationships, 
like taking a holiday, exercising some control over their workloads, and withdrawing 
physically and emotionally to allow recovery as described in the quotes given as 
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examples were commonly mentioned as self-nurturing tactics. This self-nurturing enabled 
participants to nurture others both in their personal and in their professional lives. 
There were also some other relationships that participants utilised to minimise any 
adverse effects of stress. Professional relationships such as debriefing, supervision and 
peer support were mentioned as being of value when participants were feeling under siege. 
For example: 
 
She spoke with her supervisor for a while, who was very supportive and suggested she write it all 
down and leave it on her desk. This enabled the worker to leave the incident behind at the office 
where it belonged, as best she could (P411). 
 
Our [manager] really saw the need for clinical supervision … She used to say: ‘We have the Friday 
babble’. And it was! What happened is that when we all got together … we would babble! … And 
it was all that stuff that was going on in our minds, in our brains that we needed to offload. … And 
so it’s become a more structured thing now (P421). 
 
Strategies within the workplace as described in the above passages demonstrated 
acknowledgment by participants of the importance of acknowledging and dealing with 
work-related stress which if ignored could threaten their other relationships. Participants 
also talked about their substance use, particularly alcohol, as a way of relaxing and coping 
with the stresses of their professional lives. One participant described this in a most 
poignant way: 
 
[Supervision’s] a very important role, but it’s not there that [the distress] comes out. That’s when 
you’re alone, and it’s dark, and you’re by yourself … and you’ve seen your first dead kid that day. 
And you’re just like: ‘That’s wrong. That shouldn’t have happened. That’s stuffed! Life’s crap! 
That shouldn’t have happened.’ And it’s one of those times when you don’t have your supervisor 
there, or someone to talk to. So what do you do? … It’s been a pretty emotive time … and yeah, 
where’s my chance to debrief about that? Or do I just go and see some friends – Victoria Bitter and, 
you know, Johnny Walker – something like that and debrief with them (P511). 
 
Strategies like the use of alcohol in the above example were mentioned when participants 
felt that their employers had not met their needs for support, or when the worker’s need 
was so great that even the most supportive work relationships were inadequate to the task. 
Manager-participants talked about their relationships with their employees and the 
responsibility they felt with regard to the work-related stress of employees. For example: 
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I guess I’d see [an employee needing to take] stress leave, if and when it happened, I’d see it as a 
bit of a failure of us. Though then having said that, I obviously can’t control everything that 
happens in everybody’s lives, but what I can do is alleviate the work side of it, and that’s why we 
try to keep that open … I say: ‘Look, the really big thing to remember here is to keep 
communicating. Life’s getting tough, keep communicating. Figure out who you feel most 
comfortable doing it to, but whatever – do it. And then that way we can work out how we can 
reduce the work load … or it might be something really easy that we can fix, that’s bugging you … 
And everybody’s entitled to have some bad times in their life. It doesn’t mean you’re bad; it 
doesn’t mean you’re useless; it just happens’ (P522). 
 
I think it doesn’t matter how long you work here, the stories can still be upsetting. And I try to be 
available at all times, so [workers] can come in and debrief and have a talk. And they know that 
they can just come in, and if they need to, go home. … So there’s those normal structures in place 
(P632). 
 
Learned strategies for dealing with work stress experienced by participants were various 
and wide-ranging as has been illustrated above. Agencies’ awareness of the issues 
confronting their employees and strategies to assist with support was often mentioned. 
Worker-participants generally felt supported, and appreciated the efforts of their 
employers, even when the support was not perceived as ideal or timely. Manager-
participants acknowledged the very real stresses experienced by their employees, offered 
what support they could, and accepted that they were unable to control for every possible 
eventuality. 
 
Summary  
The dimension ‘Intrapersonal strategies’ has illustrated how participants utilised 
relationship strategies for coping that were internal or intrapersonal. The strategies were 
either innate (e.g., humour), or learned (e.g., using support mechanisms from within 
and/or without of their employing agencies). The learned strategies included stress 
management tactics such as peer support, self care, taking a break, the use of supervision, 
debriefing, and substance use. Manager-participants showed how their experience had 
taught them to be nurturers of their employees. The next dimension considers the 
interpersonal strategies that participants indicated they utilised in protecting their 
relationships. 
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Dimension: Interpersonal strategies 
The dimension ‘Interpersonal strategies’ ranged from situations where participants said 
they maintained discrete personal and professional roles with deliberately rigid 
boundaries, to those where they chose to employ relaxed, elastic and flexible boundaries. 
‘Interpersonal strategies’ included the ways in which participants reported dealing with 
issues around personal and professional role boundaries, including their behaviour and 
responses when confronted with incidental meetings with service users and other workers 
in out-of-work settings. This dimension also considered multiple roles and the ways in 
which participants chose to deal with those relationships. 
 
Participants talked about personal and professional role boundaries and the ways in which 
they managed their relationships on all levels. In some circumstances participants insisted 
on very clear, almost rigid, boundaries between their personal and their work lives. For 
example: 
 
I’m here [at work] to provide a social work service, and that’s it. I’m not here to become a member 
of the netball club, of the football kitchen duty, or get involved in any of your service clubs or 
anything … I have very clear-cut roles – I’m here for work, and that’s it. And I’m home for home, 
and that’s my personal life … (P721). 
 
Trying again to keep boundaries, boundaries, boundaries – all the time (P431). 
 
A need for well-defined boundaries extended at times from worker/client and 
worker/community relationships to relationships among colleagues. For example: 
 
There’s a quote along the lines that familiarity breeds contempt, and that’s something we have to 
be very careful of. And we have a very tight staffing group here, but we do not socialise. It’s a 
conscious decision that we have made. We’re probably good enough friends to go out on a Friday 
night for a meal and all that sort of stuff, but we choose not to because we spend enough time 
through the week with each other, without spending social time as well. We all have families. We 
all have other things to do (P812). 
 
Sometimes participants preferred a blending of their roles with more flexibility, allowing 
for adaptation according to specific circumstances. For example: 
 
  
 
193
 
I suppose I feel like I have a bit of control over how much or how little [boundary flexibility]. And 
I know that’s a very different position to some people who have the belief and the experience that 
to meld your personal and your work is in fact a very satisfying mix of lifestyle. That because 
you’re a member of the community, and you’re involved in all of these things, it gives you all sorts 
of opportunities, both work wise and personally, to enrich each other. … I think I’m just too old. 
Work is not my life. There are a lot of things I want to do outside work. I want to go and forget 
about [work] and do the garden, or you know, go out with friends (P122). 
 
The participant in the above passage epitomised the way in which participants were on 
the whole accepting of other workers’ choices and decisions, while being quite clear 
about their own stance. 
 
Participants also talked about sometimes having quite loose and fluid boundaries, 
although the reasons for this fluidity varied from person to person. For example, it may 
have been dependent on the personal style of the worker: 
 
I don’t really differentiate between work and my life. Like I would like the situation where work is 
my life and life is my work, and that sort of situation (P711). 
 
On the other hand, it may have been the personal choice of the worker (perhaps under 
duress) to meet community expectations:  
 
I’ve also lived in a situation of being … a trained nurse in a very small country town, closer to a 
large [town], where once people knew that that was what you were, you basically became the de 
facto doctor for the area. And again, short of actually being blunt and rude and revolting about it, 
you couldn’t get away from that (P522). 
 
Participants saw developing boundaries and maintaining them as a way of relating to 
people in the rural context. This developmental aspect was acknowledged as a factor 
associated with the length of time a worker had worked in their community. For example: 
 
I guess I found myself really reviewing my decision to take the job when, you know, I remember 
one weekend not long after I started, I had a phone call at nine o’clock on Friday night; I had a 
client come to the back door at ten o’clock on the Saturday morning and I was in  
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my dressing gown; I had another phone call at tea time on the Sunday night, and I just thought: 
‘What am I doing in this position?’ It seemed crazy. But I got the silent number on … and I 
thought: ‘What’s it going to be like when I’ve got … people coming to the back door?’ But in fact, 
as it turned out nothing has happened much since then. I think I do send out signals to people … I 
think, you know it mightn’t even be spoken, the boundary-making, if you like, but I suppose my 
body language and everything lets people know when I’m comfortable and not comfortable talking 
about stuff (P621). 
 
Another aspect of the length of time workers had been in their communities concerned 
boundaries becoming more blurred and flexible over time, and participants reporting 
becoming increasingly accepting, if not exactly comfortable, with that blurring and 
flexibility. For example: 
 
There’s a process of evolution coming into a community, which leads to acceptance, and the 
[boundary] issues aren’t the same as they were (PFG6). 
 
Yeah, I think the longer you’re here, the more it happens [the blurring of boundaries] as well, 
because there becomes a lot more interconnection of clients and friends and your social life … 
When you’ve been there longer you start realising that, yes, you can have your boundaries very 
clear, but there’s things that happen outside of that and there’s very little you can do about it, 
unless you want to start eliminating some of your friends, or your network. And then you’d end up 
with none (P131). 
 
As well as the developmental aspects of being in a rural community, participants referred 
to the perception of personal and professional role boundaries being individual and 
subjective. For example: 
 
I think those issues of boundaries can get very difficult. Essentially it’s individual. It’s very 
individual (P122). 
 
There are differences between our boundaries and those of other workers. It’s subjective; it’s about 
a person, not about a thing. And maybe it’s about the professional themselves (PFG4). 
 
These comments demonstrate the acknowledgement by participants that there were no 
hard and fast rules about boundaries. Boundaries ranged from rigid to loose, depending on 
the situation and the individual worker-and-other. Individual participants rarely reported 
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employing rigid boundaries all the time or loose boundaries all the time. The nature of the 
boundaries between participants’ personal and their professional selves was context and 
situation dependant, as well as depending on how the individual participant felt personally 
at the time. Boundaries were part of nurturing numerous relationships within, as in self-
care and without, as in those between participants and their colleagues, their clients, their 
families and their communities. 
 
Summary 
The dimension ‘Interpersonal strategies’ has illustrated how participants related 
interpersonally with other people, particularly with their colleagues and clients. The 
salient point in this dimension was that participants’ personal and professional role 
boundaries ranged from formal and rigid to flexible and loose: participants made 
subjective, context and situation dependant decisions, based on each individual 
circumstance. The multiple relationships in which they were engaged were again 
suggestive of reciprocal support or nurturing with their colleagues. Interpersonal 
strategies to develop maintain and enhance their relationships contributed to participants’ 
ability to survive and thrive in their rural settings. The next dimension illustrates another 
strategy participants used: that is, daily travel from their homes to their work communities. 
Dimension: Commuting as a strategy 
The third dimension of this property ranged from commuting short distances (e.g., a farm 
ten minutes out of town), to commuting considerable distances (e.g., up to an hour and a 
half to another town). A considerable number of participants were in this group. Thirteen 
of the 21 people interviewed for this study chose to live outside the community in which 
they worked at the time of their participation in this project; or to work outside the area in 
which they lived. Eight lived out of town (for example, on farms) but still felt part of that 
community; five lived in neighbouring towns and chose to commute from 40 minutes to 
just over an hour each way to work each day.  Most of the second group saw themselves 
as part of the communities in which they worked, as well as part of their home 
communities. That second group of commuters had very clear and strong boundaries 
between their personal and professional lives on a geographic level.  
 
Participants had based their decisions to live where they did on a number of factors. All of 
the factors concerned relationships. For example, intimate personal relationships: 
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It was a new relationship, so it meant moving out of town (P431). 
 
As well as relationships with partners, participants lived out of town because their 
families always had. For example: 
 
I suppose I thought this [town] was pretty big, and I never really saw it as a problem. We sort of 
always lived out of town, so there was that added buffer that I wasn’t really conscious of (P531). 
 
A number of participants lived on family farms, and so they worked, their children went 
to school and they did the shopping (for example), in the nearest town. Participants had 
moved out of town but not always for work-related reasons, although there may have 
been a positive spin-off in the process: 
 
I have an unlisted phone number. It’s a little bit difficult too, the issues around that small rural 
community. People become aware of where you live, what car you drive … we live out of town 
now. We’ve lived out of town for only a bit over a year, and [work] didn’t make the choice for us 
to live out of town. It was around horses! (P812).  
 
Family relationships and choices initiated moves such as the one described in the passage 
above. However, there was a bonus result from the family decision to relocate to a more 
remote property. That bonus was that the distance between their new home and the nearby 
town enhanced the family’s privacy.  
 
Participants had moved closer to towns where they worked, but not necessarily for 
reasons of proximity to their workplaces. For example: 
 
I was living with my [partner]; we were on the farm, which is half an hour out, so we’d live there, 
that’s fine. You might get mobile [phone] reception on a good day if you’re sitting on the left hand 
corner of the bed, you know. So that’s not too bad, and I’m away from it. But since we moved into 
town, it’s really difficult because I go to the shops, and there’s [the clients] (P711). 
 
The participant in the quote above moved into the neighbouring town because of 
relationship issues, and had experienced a consequential diminution in their privacy and 
visibility. Participants talked about people who commuted further. Those people had 
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gained employment in other communities and chosen to travel from their existing home to 
work, rather than move house. For example: 
 
In the agency there are probably about half the people who work here live here, and the other half 
live elsewhere. It’s very interesting. People make their own decisions. Although some of it is just 
by chance that workers living outside find jobs here (P122). 
 
Family relationship reasons were significant among participants, as were friendships, and 
feeling part of their home community. Travelling elsewhere to work was perceived as an 
advantage as it meant retaining privacy for themselves and their families, particularly 
through a lack of incidental meetings outside of working hours. For example: 
 
Now looking back, I am actually quite happy to work outside of the area I live in, because it allows 
me to keep my personal life personal. And it allows me to concentrate on providing a professional 
service because that’s all I’m doing in those communities … I could count on one hand how many 
times I’ve run into people that I either work with, or know through my work, and clients – I very 
very rarely run into them at all (P721).  
 
Participants who commuted longer distances reported feeling relaxed and comfortable in 
the knowledge that they were unlikely to have clients and work-related issues confront 
them in their personal time. The participant in the passage above however went on to say 
that on the occasion of an unexpected meeting with a client in their home town, it was 
most disconcerting: It threw me! It really threw me! as the meeting was completely 
unanticipated and unprecedented.  
 
Even within the ‘commuters’ group there was considerable variability. The reasons for 
commuting were varied as were the reported benefits, but those participants who 
commuted longer distances to work reported numerous advantages in terms of their 
personal and professional relationships.  
 
Summary 
The dimension ‘Commuting as a strategy’ has described the ways in which participants 
who lived in different areas to those in which they worked adapted their affairs to enhance 
(‘nurture’) their various relationships. It looked at the reasons behind their decisions to 
travel longer distances to work. Those reasons sometimes revolved around increasing 
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participants’ family and personal privacy through the lessening of opportunities for 
unexpected contact with service users and other workers. Sometimes increased privacy 
was found to be a positive by-product of choices made for other reasons (e.g., having 
horses or living on the family farm). For some commuters, being able to maintain quite 
rigid boundaries between their personal and professional roles was a most desirable 
feature. Some participants who had not deliberately set out to live and work in different 
locales were pleasantly surprised at benefits they enjoyed in this regard. Others who 
moved closer to work were often surprised by their increased visibility and lack of 
privacy. 
 
Brief summary of the property ‘Relationship strategies’ 
This property has revealed how participants employed various strategies to develop and 
maintain their relationships on all levels. The strategies were grouped under the 
intrapersonal, the interpersonal, and commuting. The first dimension ‘Intrapersonal 
strategies’ included innate responses such as humour, and learned responses such as stress 
management techniques, both formal and informal. The second dimension ‘Interpersonal 
strategies’ focussed around personal and professional role boundaries, from the most rigid 
to the most relaxed and included tactics used for dealing with incidental meetings with 
work-related people in out-of-work circumstances. The third dimension ‘Commuting as a 
strategy’ demonstrated that participants who were longer distance commuters saw 
commuting to another town or community for work as a positive decision. Those who had 
opted for that choice for other reasons had in fact occasionally experienced unexpected 
benefits in terms of increased privacy which they found had enhanced their relationships 
particularly within their families. 
 
This chapter so far has discussed the strategies that participants indicated employing to 
protect and enhance their relationships. In the nurturing process they also received 
nurturing and support. The next section is a discussion of the preceding section of this 
chapter, and the ways in which they relate to the relevant literature.  
Discussion 
The preceding sections of this chapter have explicated the contributions of participants, 
which led to the identification of the category ‘Nurturing relationships’. This section 
discusses the ways in which this information related to the existing literature, and 
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interpretations of the meanings of the language used by participants. The discussion 
follows the identified properties of this category, namely ‘Key relationships’ and 
‘Relationship strategies’ and the dimensions of those properties. 
 
Language such as relationships, networks, connections, interactions, attachment, trust, 
support, sanctuary, nurturing, secure, safe and friendship was used commonly throughout 
this project. Participants used such language frequently when speaking about their rural 
practice experience. That usage was interpreted as indicating that relationships and 
nurturing were perceived as extremely valuable in the lives of the participants. 
 
Participants spoke extensively of the importance of their interpersonal relationships, both 
personal and professional. Those participants who had partners (44 of the 70) talked at 
length about the supportive nature of those reciprocal relationships, particularly with 
regard to work-related issues. This supports previous research, which indicated that the 
support of a partner was positively related to job satisfaction for workers employed in the 
human service professions (Barak, Nissly, & Levin, 2001; Dollard, Winefield, & 
Winefield, 2001). Participants spoke of the trust and support within their intimate 
relationships, which was interpreted as being nurturing. They spoke also of the ways in 
which they reciprocated, for example, by shielding their partners and children from client 
contact where possible. This is in contrast to a study undertaken in the early 1990s in 
which only 41.4 per cent of partnered participants reported that their main source of 
emotional support was their partners (Cheers, 1992b). A difference in research 
methodologies, geographic location or changes over time may help account for this 
difference, as well as the fact that that study used very different aims and samples. 
 
Participants spoke also of the value of family relationships, and to a lesser extent, 
friendships. As discussed in the preceding paragraph, participants appreciated the support 
from family members and friends, and similarly reciprocated by being protective of those 
close to them.  Where social support by friends and family has been shown to sustain 
practitioners in times of high stress (Bakker, Killmer, Siegrist, & Schaufeli, 2000; Green 
& Lonne, 2005; Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 2002), caring for those significant others 
appears to be a stressor (Green & Mason, 2002). This has also been identified as an issue 
of rural practice (Green & Lonne, 2005). The literature of rural health and welfare 
practice has not to date adequately addressed the major issues around personal 
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relationships for rural practitioners: the impact personal relationships have on rural 
practitioners’ professional experience; and the impact of the work on rural practitioners’ 
personal relationships.  
 
The participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project indicated that their personal 
relationships, in particular those with partners and, to a lesser extent, children and other 
family members, were very important to their wellbeing in their rural practice context. 
The literature lacks significant acknowledgement of the importance of personal 
relationships to rural practitioners, with a few exceptions. Those exceptions generally 
were couched in terms of stress reduction and self care. For example: “Perhaps the most 
commonly utilised strategy is accessing emotional and instrumental support from one’s 
personal and professional networks …” (Lonne, 2003, p. 292).  Another exception is 
related to burnout, stress and depression where social and family support (including being 
married or partnered) has been suggested to be a protective factor (Green & Lonne, 2005; 
Siebert, 2004; Zunz, 1998). For example, in one study 73 percent of social worker-
participants lived with a spouse or partner and that group reported lower scores on 
depression symptoms than the other participants (Siebert, 2004). The majority of the 
literature however relates to professional relationships and work-related factors in the 
lives of practitioners. The findings of my ‘Too close for comfort?’ project indicate that 
more research around personal relationships and support would be most appropriate.  
 
The isolation of rural workers from their social networks has been identified as a 
disadvantage of practice in the rural context (Cheers, 1998; Zapf, 1993). This assumes 
that the workers have relocated to a new area and moved further away from such supports. 
Participants in my study mentioned such isolation, particularly as it applied early in their 
local tenure. Participants in this study also reported working hard to develop and maintain 
new relationships to sustain them, and confronted challenges along the way. The 
challenges included being the only new person that they knew of in their professional 
network and feeling as though everyone else had social networks but them, as similarly 
identified by Zapf (1993) in his work on culture shock. The overall reported levels of 
satisfaction however were high in this group, as they reported having overcome those 
challenges over time. Participants’ contentment with their situations was interpreted as 
another indicator of the value they placed on interpersonal relationships. 
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Participants were concerned for their families. They were especially concerned about the 
impact that the participant’s work may have had on their other family members. Some 
writers have spoken of issues for rural workers and their families. Those issues usually 
centre around concerns about family safety and privacy (Green, Gregory, & Mason, 2003; 
Horejsi, Garthwaite, & Rolando, 1994).  On the other hand, authors may address 
relocation challenges with varying degrees of resolution, or make mention of the impact 
of relocation on the worker’s family (Lonne & Cheers, 2000). There is also a reference to 
the advantage of having a partner when it comes to settling socially into a new 
community (Krieg Mayer, 2001; Zapf, 1993).  Participants in my study had developed 
strategies over time to enable them to cope with issues of privacy, safety, relocation and 
settling in. Once they had developed strategies and implemented them (e.g., a silent phone 
number at home), or had a plan for reacting in certain situations (e.g., taking more care in 
times of heightened risk), participants went about their daily lives confidently and without 
undue anxiety. In this regard, they had a more positive perspective than the literature 
would suggest. 
 
Professional networks were highly important to the participants on a number of levels. 
Often friendships developed from work contact and a sense of professional collegiality 
made work a positive experience. Participants also spoke of needing to observe similar 
boundaries at times with colleagues as they did with clients in order to nurture those 
working relationships, and sustain themselves. This is similar to some findings in the 
literature where some disadvantages of working and socialising with the same group of 
people were identified. For example, maintaining some personal privacy as well as 
protecting the confidentiality of clients (Chenoweth, 2004; Green & Gregory, 2004).  
 
One aspect of professional collegiality that was significant by its absence in focus groups 
and interviews was that of the professional organisation. Participants mentioned such 
entities rarely and only in passing. There was no sense of affiliation, or requirement for 
affiliation with professional bodies. The only exception to this finding concerned ethics 
and standards of ethics for professional practice (see Chapter Five, where one social 
worker-participant made mention of the Australian Association of Social Workers and 
then only in terms of acknowledging its Code of Ethics). Participants gave no 
acknowledgement of that type of formal discipline-specific collegiality. This may indicate 
that such organisations are viewed as non-rural-based and inappropriate to the needs of 
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rural workers (Lonne & Cheers, 2004). It may also mean that participants did not see such 
organisations as relevant to our discussions on rural practice and personal and 
professional role boundaries. 
 
Participants also felt valued on the whole by their employers, and appreciated the range of 
supports available to them. This is different to Littlechild’s (2005a) study where workers 
felt generally felt unsupported by their employers. However, that study was not 
specifically rural and concerned social workers in statutory roles. An earlier Australian 
study was rural social work-specific (Lonne & Cheers, 1999), and reported inadequate 
employer assistance and support, from prior to appointment to be a major impediment to 
the retention of practitioners in rural areas. Reports from participants in the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project differed from those studies (Littlechild, 2005a; Lonne & Cheers, 1999). 
Some possible reasons for the difference between my findings and those of Littlechild 
(2005a) and Lonne and Cheers (1999) include: there was greater diversity in the work 
roles and professional backgrounds in the group of participants for the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project; and participants in my study were employed in non-statutory roles by 
non-government organisations. A third possibility concerned the fact that the four major 
employers of participants in my study were industry partners in the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ research, and it is likely that agencies that volunteer to support social research 
may also engender a culture of support for their employees. The local nature of the 
participating agencies and the involvement and support for the research process coupled 
with the less conflictual nature of non-statutory work may have been a factor in this 
phenomenon.  
 
Participants’ information indicated that they valued the reciprocal nature of relationships 
between employers and their employees. This is in opposition to the findings of Krieg 
Mayer (2001) and Littlechild (2005a). In the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project participants 
felt positive about their work, employers and communities, and thus were diligent in their 
work performance. Managers valued the work done by the employees and were keen to 
support them in any way they could.  
 
One exception to reciprocal positive regard was found in my study where larger agencies 
had sub-agencies operating in smaller communities. Participants in those circumstances 
on the whole saw their relationships with their main agencies as reciprocally positive and 
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nurturing. However while participants appreciated the autonomy and sense of trust they 
felt from the larger agency, they also felt misunderstood. This related to their perception 
of issues in smaller communities as being vastly different from those in larger centres. As 
a result of this, participants felt that there was a lack of understanding and 
acknowledgement by their employers of the different ways in which they needed to 
provide services to their communities. Differences included what participants saw as 
broad-brush approaches to policy and administrative requirements, and policy which 
restricted their capacity to respond to their communities in what they felt was the most 
appropriate and timely manner. This is consistent with findings by an American author 
that: “… the local rural perspective may not be represented when policies are developed 
by a central office” (Bushy, 2003, p. 222). It may be useful for agencies structured in such 
a manner to include staff from outlying offices in meaningful reviews of policy to enable 
a local perspective. The development of effective communication pathways with senior 
management has been reported as assisting in improving job satisfaction for rural social 
workers in similar circumstances in rural South Australia (Dollard, Winefield, & 
Winefield, 1999), and this may be a factor worth considering in the rural Victorian 
context. This could result in more appropriate programs and responses to the smaller local 
community, and affect the ways in which workers perceive their employers. Such a 
response has the potential to enhance service provision as well as staff retention in small 
communities.  
 
On an intrapersonal level, participants discussed the strategies that they used within their 
relationships to sustain and nurture them. As has been discussed, participants viewed 
reciprocal interpersonal relationships positively, both on a personal and a professional 
level. Relationship strategies on an intrapersonal level included innate qualities such as a 
sense of humour. Participants spoke specifically of needing to have a sense of humour, or 
being able to see the funny side of things. They also used language that suggested they 
had senses of humour, and were able to laugh at themselves and be light-hearted. These 
findings are consistent with those of a number of authors whose work also indicated that 
having a good sense of humour was a helpful characteristic of rural practitioners (Lonne, 
1990; Lonne & Cheers, 2000).  
 
Other relationship strategies on an intrapersonal level were those that had been learned by 
participants, such as stress management techniques and self-care. There was a diversity of 
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learned strategies, which ranged from physically absenting themselves and emotionally 
withdrawing, to social support, supervision, debriefing and substance use. Participants 
acknowledged ways in which they could be vulnerable and instigated processes to look 
after themselves. Participants talked about the stresses of their working lives, and the 
ways in which they nurtured themselves and each other within their myriad relationships. 
 
Work-related stress was an issue for participants but not an insurmountable one. Social 
support from friends, family and community has been demonstrated as having a positive 
effect in stress reduction and management (Dollard, Winefield, & Winefield, 2003; 
Dollard, Winefield, & Winefield, 1999), and this group of workers also appreciated that 
support. One study however, suggested that the key to retaining staff lies with employing 
agencies and the workplace support they offer. That study concluded that social support 
only had a positive effect with regard to work-family conflict and not with organisational 
stress (Nissly, Mor Barak, & Levin, 2005). The findings of my study are not in accord 
with those findings in that participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project reported 
that nurturing personal relationships had a positive overall effect on the way they 
perceived their working lives as well as their personal lives. 
 
Participants also acknowledged more formal processes such as debriefing and internal and 
external supervision as being useful in dealing with stressful organisational issues. This is 
consistent with research that demonstrated that workplace support, including supervision, 
was a protective factor against stress and burnout (Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 2002). 
Employers of participants made available such processes to enhance the working lives of 
their employees as part of the support offered by agencies. Access to external supervision 
for some agency staff was not restricted to organisational issues, and could be utilised 
according to need, and so the personal relationships of employees could also benefit from 
structures established by agencies for the overall welfare of their staff. This is consistent 
with some of the literature on supervision, for example, the contributions of Charles and 
Butler (2004), and Cousins (2004). 
 
As well as agency-provided processes for caring for their staff, participants had some 
learned and some innate strategies for self-nurturing, and for allowing themselves to be 
nurtured. These strategies had stood the participants in good stead as, while they 
acknowledged challenges in their lives, they retained the capacity or resilience for dealing 
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with issues as they arose. The participants however, are the survivors in their fields. It 
may be suggested that a combination of innate and learned strategies have contributed to 
this group’s longevity in rural health and welfare practice. On an interpersonal level, 
participants described many relationship strategies to enable them to feel comfortable in 
their many roles within their communities. These strategies centred on role boundaries, 
which were perceived by participants as an everyday part of rural life.  
 
Personal and professional role boundaries impacted on all aspects of participants’ lives, 
not solely in their interactions with service users. Other interactions, such as those 
between peers and colleagues; those among friends; those among family members and 
those related to the broader community, similarly involved boundary issues for workers 
between their personal selves and their professional selves. Most research to date has 
focussed on ethical professional behaviour with regard to dual and multiple relationships 
and relates to protecting the client. For example:  
 
A professional enters into a dual relationship whenever he or she assumes a second role with a 
client … A practitioner can engage in a dual relationship whether the second relationship begins 
before, during or after the [original] relationship (Kagle, Giebelhausen, & Northup, 1994, p. 213).  
 
Kagle et al. (1994) also indicated that dual relationships were always unacceptable and 
indeed unethical. In the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project, participants indicated awareness 
of multiple relationships on a far broader plane than simply worker/client. For example, 
regarding the protection both directly and indirectly, of worker’s children; the protection 
of a worker’s partner from knowledge about other community members; and the 
maintenance of the privacy and confidentiality of all players. All of these interactions 
however, were still based on ethical and professional notions, and were interpreted for the 
purposes of this study as being indicative of nurturing relationships. Participants, through 
their caring for others in their communities, were attempting to live their lives in ethical 
and professional ways, while the function of boundaries was to enhance their 
relationships, personal and professional on all levels.  
 
Boundary issues arise: “… when human service professionals encounter actual or 
potential conflicts between their professional duties and their [other] … relationships” 
(Reamer, 2001, p. 1). Using this definition, boundary issues were often experienced by 
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participants. They had however, over time, developed ways in which to ethically, 
professionally and comfortably deal with those issues most of the time, for example, by 
being very clear and open about their role boundaries from the beginnings of any new 
relationships. 
 
The elasticity of the role boundaries varied from participant to participant, and from 
situation to situation. Participants felt they needed to be flexible in their approach to life, 
and capable of making ethical decisions based on individual circumstances and the nature 
of the relationship involved. There were some occasions where rigid boundaries were 
deemed most appropriate, and others where loose margins were seen as ideal. External 
influences were a determining factor in this decision-making process. These influences 
included the purpose of the interaction, ethical and professional implications, and 
community expectations. Internal factors, like the need for worker self-care, also 
impinged on such decision-making.  
 
There was a developmental flavour to making decisions about their relationships and the 
flexibility of the boundaries around them. Participants talked about their decision-making 
becoming easier over time, and the boundaries becoming more blurred and less rigid the 
longer the participants were in their communities. This was not interpreted as a relaxing 
of ethical standards, but more as an accommodation to their circumstances. Their 
commitment to ethical practice was apparent, but it seemed more realistic and somehow 
easier. The “… ongoing, active ethical deliberation …” (Healy, 2003, p. 280) required for 
ethically responsible practice was still evident, but perhaps not seen by participants as 
being so onerous, as it was a familiar relationship strategy developed by workers over 
time based on their previous experiences and  ever-increasing knowledge. 
 
Commuting was interpreted as a relationship strategy in that it allowed participants to 
develop, maintain and control rigid personal and professional role boundaries between 
their different relationships. The extent of that rigidity was almost entirely in the hands of 
the practitioner, with the distance between their home and their workplace representing 
the only other influencing factor. Whether the commute was long or short, one aspect in 
common was that it removed the participant, to a greater or lesser degree, from living and 
working in precisely the one environment. Some participants had made conscious 
decisions to commute; others had fallen into it serendipitously by applying for positions 
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that were not in their home community, but which appealed to them. There were also 
some participants who, at the time of this study, were considering taking such a step. Still 
others lived where they lived for family reasons (for example, on farms), and worked 
wherever they could find appropriate employment. The literature does not offer much in 
the way of information about decisions by professionals to commute to their rural 
employment from other rural localities. Numerous authors have echoed the long-held 
wisdom about the desirability and even the requirement for rural social workers to live 
and work in the same community (Cheers, 1998; Lynn, 1990; Martinez-Brawley, 1980; 
Munn & Munn, 2003; O'Sullivan, Ross, & Young, 1997). The theory that being 
‘embedded’ in the community makes a practitioner more aware of the local issues, more a 
part of the local environment and somehow a better worker, was not readily accepted by 
those participants in my ‘Too close for comfort?’ project who chose, for whatever reason, 
to live and work in different localities. One social-worker participant spluttered 
indignantly:  
 
I read a lot of stuff by [one author] obviously, when I was looking at community development and 
rural practice, and I remember getting really pissed off with him on a few occasions. Because 
reading his … portrayal of the perfect worker – community, or rural, or whatever he was talking 
about, and how in his view, that worker needed to basically be embedded in that community for 
them to be an authentic worker and have true understanding. … and saying to him as I was reading 
that stuff: ‘Well how about our privacy, and our boundaries, and our need for personal space?’ 
(P621). 
 
Participants in ‘Too close for comfort?’ were not exclusively social workers and 
practitioners from other disciplines may not subscribe to the same tenets as social workers. 
The notion of needing to live in the area in which you work may be appropriate for some 
aspects of social work (e.g., community development or social action) but the nature of 
the work undertaken by my participants both social workers and others, led them to 
disagree with the established intelligence. It may well be that as vehicles and the 
conditions of major rural roads have improved, commuting has become a more viable 
option for rural practitioners. Recent substantial increases in fuel costs may add another 
consideration to workers’ decisions about commuting in the future. Further research 
would help us understand the effects of increasing worker commuting on service delivery, 
community satisfaction, and worker identification with the communities in which they 
work. 
  
 
208
Summary and conclusion 
This chapter has expounded the category ‘Nurturing relationships’, with its properties of 
‘Key relationships’ and ‘Relationship strategies’.  Other researchers have addressed some 
of the issues raised in this chapter, but there are some aspects of these findings that appear 
to be novel. First, the value for participants of their intimate and family relationships: 
what little work has been undertaken has yielded results that are inconclusive overall, and 
are not consistent with my findings, which were that the close reciprocal nature of such 
relationships was extremely important. Second, while most of my participants had 
experienced city life for at least some of their lifetimes, they identified strongly as 
‘country folk’, and found their local social networks appropriate to their needs. Individual 
challenges in developing such networks had diminished over time as they had settled in to 
their localities. This is at odds with most of the literature, which identified strongly 
isolation that from established social networks was a disadvantage of rural practice. Third, 
a lack of feeling of association with discipline-specific professional organisations was 
evident in this study. There is little information available in the literature in this regard, 
with one study mentioning similar findings. Fourth, participants in this study felt valued 
and supported by their employers, in contrast to earlier reported work. One exception to 
this in my study was in the case of smaller sub-agencies and their feelings of 
connectedness to their larger agencies. Fifth, multiple roles and relationships in my study 
were similarly described as in the literature. One notable difference was that participants 
in this study had a broader definition of this phenomenon. Sixth, the ways in which 
participants made decisions about the flexibility of their role boundaries has not been 
described previously. Seventh, the issue of commuting as a valid way of rural life and 
rural practice has not been explored before. The challenge this issues to conventional 
wisdom about rural (especially social work) practice requires further investigation. The 
following chapter, Chapter Seven, explores the core category which emerged from the 
data during collection and analysis. 
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Chapter 7 – Core category: Sensitive decision-making 
and strategic behaviour 
 
The three preceding chapters have discussed the findings within categories of ‘Valuing 
belonging’, ‘Feeling confident in your work role’, and ‘Nurturing relationships’. The 
categories were related to each other by means of the overlapping nature of their content. 
Some aspects were discrete within a category, while others overlapped between two 
categories and, in some instances, all three. The interrelationships among the three 
categories were reciprocal, and as all related to each other, they also related to the core 
category. This chapter considers the core category or central concern of the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project. The key issue experienced by participants was around making 
decisions sensitive to all of their relationships, and behaving according to strategies they 
had developed over time, and which over time became increasingly intuitive. As in the 
previous ‘Findings’ chapters, this chapter contains two sections: one where the data are 
presented, and a discussion section.  
 
Through a process of selective coding one major theme emerged, that of this core 
category ‘Sensitive decision-making and strategic behaviour’. Aspects of the codes 
‘Agency’, Confidentiality’, ‘Ethics’, ‘Personal/professional role boundaries’,  ‘Multiple 
roles’, ‘Professional’, ‘Strategies’, ‘Commuting’, ‘Privacy’, ‘Networks’, 
‘Local/cosmopolitan’, ‘Rural’, ‘Family’, ‘Incidental meetings’ and ‘Safety’ informed this 
category.  
 
There were two properties in this core category. One property, ‘Making wise choices’, 
had dimensions of ‘Becoming a sensitive decision-maker’ and ‘Confidently making 
sensitive decisions’. The other property, ‘Negotiating personal and professional role 
boundaries’, had dimensions of ‘The elastic nature of role boundaries’ and ‘Behaving 
strategically’. For a diagram of the core category see Appendix D. 
Property: Making wise choices   
The first property of the core category was ‘Making wise choices’. In the context of 
having multiple personal and professional roles in their rural communities, participants 
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often mentioned decision-making, or the need to make choices. They were concerned 
about making wise choices for themselves, their families, their colleagues, their clients 
and their communities.  
 
Generally speaking, choices needed to be made on a regular basis, although they varied in 
frequency. There were the mostly infrequent personal decisions about where to live and 
where to work. For example: 
 
I’m mostly well settled in the country after making a conscious decision to be here (PFG2). 
 
My girlfriend and I had a deposit for a house … so I basically said to her that I wanted to live in 
this area, we had a look at a couple of homes and we moved up straight away as soon as we found 
a nice place. I was actually working in Melbourne as a counsellor and I sort of managed to wangle 
it so I was doing four days on, four days off, so I was basically going backwards and forwards 
between the two areas … There was the desire to have a country life. You know, it’s much more 
relaxed and you can afford to live (P711). 
 
The personal decisions exemplified above were often collaborative as they involved 
partners and/or other family members. Those decisions were influenced by numerous 
factors only one of which was employment. Other pertinent factors included lifestyle, 
education, partner’s employment, and family considerations. These were critical decisions 
but they only needed to be made from time to time. 
 
There were also daily decisions which confronted participants about how to behave and 
react in different situations. The emphasis on decision-making processes was interpreted 
as participants’ commitment to making wise and informed choices, which were respectful 
of all players in a given situation. Staff groups for example, made decisions about 
socialising out of work based on a mutually respectful process: 
 
We’ve all made a conscious decision … we don’t choose to actually do things together as a staff 
outside of staff hours (P812). 
 
The participant quoted above indicated that the decision was made because, even though 
the staff group was close and enjoyed working together, they chose not to meet socially as 
a group. They were all aware of the other aspects of their lives which merited their 
attention out of work hours, and were committed to minimising any overlap between their 
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personal and their professional roles. The agency was in a large rural centre and there 
were many other people and activities with which to interact. All the workers involved 
were local people with extended family and established friendship groups. Therefore 
other social outlets were easily available.  
  
Another example of a process involved in decision-making and strategic behaviour was 
concerned with multiple roles within a community and how those roles overlapped. As 
has been mentioned previously, participants saw confidentiality as an integral part of the 
ethical practice to which they were committed. One participant talked about it this way: 
 
… say you sit on the school council. If someone started on about a particular family [also a client], 
you hold the power not to open your mouth about that family. Now whether that be to provide 
information about them or to [defend] them, you have the power to do neither. Because you’re 
there as a [member of the school council], and you really cannot take into account any information 
you already have (P212). 
 
The previous example illustrated the way in which that participant would have made a 
decision and acted on it. In the pursuit of confidentiality, participants spoke of ways in 
which they attempted to keep bits of knowledge separate from other bits of knowledge in 
their heads, with varying degrees of success.  For example: 
 
[There are] those things you can’t put out of your mind once you know it … I know that, generally 
speaking, people don’t have friendships with their clients, but you know, like years down the track, 
if the opportunity came up, or there was a mutual … you clicked together, and years down the 
track there was a different situation, you couldn’t push that knowledge out of your head. You know 
what’s happened to someone, and I find that really hard to shelve (P531).  
 
The participant quoted above attempted to partition information to protect the privacy of 
all concerned, but found that it was difficult to achieve. Participants were most likely to 
try and remain aware at all times of the sources from which their information stemmed. 
They constantly needed to make choices about using, or not using, the information at their 
disposal in their community participation. For example: 
 
I think people do carry [that knowledge] with them all the time … it’s not necessarily a burden as 
such, but one has to really examine all the time what is divulged or what is spoken about (P612). 
 
  
 
212
 
It’s hard not to let information slip when I have more information than my kids … I have to 
remember where every bit of information I have came from (PFG3). 
 
Remaining alert enabled participants to confidently participate in community life at all 
levels, in all of their roles. Participants implied that there was a need to build a knowledge 
base from which to achieve wise choices with regard to their numerous relationships. 
Their knowledge base grew from contacts and relationships early in their tenure, at a time 
when they were identifying the key personalities in their communities. The contacts and 
relationships were on both a personal and a professional level. For example, locals such 
as the matriarch of the street (P411) were treasured as great sources of personal and local 
information for new and continuing rural residents. Professionally, participants reported 
work colleagues as being valuable resources, especially during the settling-in period. 
Colleagues both from within and outside their employing agency provided local 
information on which to build work-related professional relationships, or work-initiated 
personal relationships:  
 
I mean, [other workers] will basically stand in a room full of people and tell me all the life stories 
about everybody in town: who, what, where, how. Who to watch out for; who not to watch out 
for  … But at the same time they’re the people you value for their experience, and what they 
already know, and they can fill in a lot of the gaps for you … Then there’s something else that I get 
quite often from other workers. Their children are stuffing up in some way and they feel … I could 
go and talk to them … So often I get this [request]: ‘Can you have a look at my child?’ And that’s 
really difficult, because they might be a psychologist or a social worker or something else, and 
there’s me suddenly coming in and doing the counselling and stuff with their children. That’s 
really hard because often it lets you into their family, and it’s stuff you don’t really want to know, 
or you know that there’s going to be something else about you that is no longer secret from their 
point of view (P711). 
 
Participants perceived this kind of information as valuable on the one hand in that it 
provided insights into the community as well as into the agency and other professional 
networks. They also identified some pitfalls of reciprocity in relationships as suggested in 
the above quote, where the participant felt that their own privacy could be compromised 
by such a relationship, and that their collegial relationship could become fundamentally 
altered. 
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Participants used their contacts with other people to amass the information they needed on 
which to base decisions about their life and work in rural communities. Two factors were 
identified as being involved with this process. They constitute the dimensions of this 
property: ‘Becoming a sensitive decision-maker’ and ‘Confidently making sensitive 
decisions’.  
Dimension: Becoming a sensitive decision-maker 
The first dimension of the property, ‘Making wise choices’, was ‘Becoming a sensitive 
decision-maker’. The dimension ranged from participants being new to this aspect of rural 
practice, to being long experienced in the context. Early in their tenure, uncertainty as to 
community expectations, becoming accepted, and newness to place, exerted a pressure on 
participants. For example: 
 
It is very challenging to be out there, socially, [while] at the same time doing a job that is very 
intimate with community. It’s almost a real dichotomy. It’s like: ‘Who the heck am I? I am the 
social worker, whose name is [xxx], who lives out there [gestures], who likes [sport], who went to 
a bush dance – once, six weeks ago.’ What else is there? So I’m aware of myself in place, I think. 
And I don’t feel comfortable at times, and I think that that will change gradually. But I’m not 
going to do things to participate just because others ask (P221). 
 
Participants recalled the tentative decision-making of their settling in periods as 
demonstrated above. If the reason for being in a particular community was employment, a 
worker’s personal/professional identity development in that locality presented challenges. 
If their main identity in the community at least in the beginning was professional, most of 
their decision-making was professionally based. As the participant quoted above 
illustrates, this can lead to identity crises such as: Who the heck am I? (P221). The 
frequently intimate nature of health and welfare practice raised ethical issues for workers 
as they became accustomed to their new environments. 
 
Participants were committed to ethical professional practice and aware of the impact that 
their choices could have on other community members. As a result they accessed 
information from a range of sources such as their peers, colleagues and supervisors. They 
used the information gleaned from these sources as well as their own judgement to make 
practice-enhancing decisions about boundaries and relationships. 
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Participants spoke of how it felt to be new in a rural area, and how ‘early on’ they had 
made some decisions that in retrospect they felt had been ill informed, clumsy or 
inappropriate. With the clarity of hindsight, they identified the outcomes of those 
decisions as having impeded their developing professional relationships. For example: 
 
When I first started with the school and with the kinder, I would say quite formally: ‘We’re able to 
discuss this as it concerns the child, but if other things come up I might not be able to talk about it.’ 
Or I might have given them a ‘Consent to Release Information’ form, or say that I would fax one 
over to them if required. And I put a lot of people offside [who] got defensive and felt that I was 
questioning their professionalism … a couple of relationships were very awkward and difficult to 
work with for a number of months … I guess I was implying a level of formality they felt wasn’t 
required (P411). 
 
The participant quoted in the passage above suggested that their decision to behave in a 
certain manner inhibited their process of settling in to a new town and a new position. 
They indicated that the situation could have been handled differently and more effectively 
by making a different decision – one that allowed them more flexibility in their 
professional interactions with other workers in the network. In retrospect, they would do 
things differently. Responses from other workers similar to those cited above influenced 
the way in which that participant behaved from then on, and subsequently their 
relationships with other workers and community members improved.  
 
Participants with more rural experience generally suggested that they felt more 
comfortable with the choices they needed to make in their everyday lives and practice. 
They became more sensitive to the nuances of their local environment and practice 
context. This was interpreted as meaning that having local knowledge and feeling 
comfortable in their environments facilitated an easier process. For example: 
 
The country tradition has always been: ‘Oh well, so-and-so’s in hospital. So what’s wrong with 
‘em? Tell us all about it? How they went, you know, whatever, give us the …’ That’s been the 
country tradition. I mean who cares if someone knows I’ve had my gall bladder out? It’s not a 
personal thing – well, it is a personal thing. But it has no value. There’s no value judgements about 
that, are there? But people like to know. Then they know how to react to you, and how much help 
you need when you come out [of hospital]. And that’s always been the tradition: that people do 
help each other … And I think it really is a case of making judgements on a case by case [basis] 
(P312). 
  
 
215
For this group of participants, the ability to make those case-by-case judgements had 
evolved over time. As they felt more and more comfortable within their community, they 
were able to take on the mores of that community while remaining true to their notion of 
professional ethics.  
 
Summary 
The dimension, ‘Becoming a sensitive decision-maker’, encompassed how the 
information provided by participants suggested that there was a developmental aspect to 
the capacity for making wise and sensitive choices about boundaries and relationships in 
the rural practice context. The main features of this dimension were, first, that recently 
arrived participants were more tentative and aware of their errors in judgement during the 
time that they were acquiring sufficient local knowledge to enable context-sensitive 
decision-making. The findings suggest that at times participants had been hyper-critical of 
their own performance in that regard. Second, the more experienced rural practitioners 
had ways of justifying their decisions based on their knowledge of the local milieu. 
Experience had provided them with increased knowledge and a resultant confidence in 
their place in the locality – a sense of belonging in that they felt that they had a role and 
could play a part in the life of the community. The confidence in turn led to making 
sensitive decisions with assurance. The next dimension considers the issues for 
participants in gaining confidence in their ability to make wise choices.  
 Dimension: Confidently making sensitive decisions 
The second dimension of the property, ‘Making wise choices’, was ‘Confidently making 
sensitive decisions’. This dimension ranged from feeling unsure over making decisions 
about boundaries and relationships, to feeling quite comfortable about making those 
decisions. The comfort or confidence extended at times to scarcely thinking about the 
issue at hand. It was as though over time an aptitude for unconscious reflective decision-
making evolved.  Participants reported having less difficulty in making sensitive 
decisions as they acquired more knowledge about their community. On the whole, the 
longer that participants had lived in rural communities, the more confident and relaxed 
they were about the decision-making phenomenon.  
 
Participants talked about how, when they were newly arrived, they had sometimes felt 
uncertain when faced with situations requiring decisions about relationships and their 
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boundaries. This was interpreted as their lacking in confidence in their novel setting, even 
when they had moved from another rural community. For example: 
 
People in the community will often tell you stuff, especially if the parent or friend or teacher 
happens to know you’re working with somebody. They love giving you information. And then to 
somehow incorporate that knowledge into your work … and to keep the truth and honesty about 
what you know – it’s challenging (P431). 
 
You have to deal with other people’s expectations and other people’s ethical boundaries (PFG10). 
 
Feelings of newness were like an overlay. Everything that participants experienced was 
reported in terms of, or seen through a lens of, their perception of themselves as recently 
arrived and ‘other’, which impacted in their confidence in making decisions. In retrospect 
however, participants described how they had changed in this regard over time. For 
example: 
 
When I was on the computer at lunchtime, the answering machine was on, as it always is at 
lunchtime. I heard one of the calls come through, and I knew which client it was, and she was quite 
distressed. I was aware of how I listened to her and thought: ‘Oh the duty worker will have to ring 
her back’. And I think probably five years ago I would have gone to answer that phone, or ring her 
back (P632). 
 
The participant’s decision-making process involved in choosing not to answer a particular 
phone call was in line with agency policy and the processes for community members to 
contact practitioners. The confidence with which the participant quoted above resolved 
that issue had been engendered by local knowledge, increased confidence in the work role 
and agency processes, as well as their personal and professional development over time. 
 
Another example referred to participants moving on to different stages in their own and 
their family’s lives, necessitating different decision-making processes: 
 
I’ve gone on to a different stage of my life. My children are now [grown up] so I’m not so much 
going to the netball, needing to be on the committee of this, and the committee of that. I’ve gone 
on to a different stage of my life. If you’d asked me … ten years ago, it would’ve been very 
different, because I would’ve been on this committee and on that committee, [youth] leader, and 
you name it (P431).  
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Roles changed over time for participants in their family and community contexts. While 
the overlapping nature of interpersonal relationships remained constant, the actual 
relationships and roles may have changed. For some, such as the participant quoted above, 
the intensity and type of contacts had changed as her family life had changed. 
 
After a settling-in period, the duration of which varied from participant to participant, 
local knowledge was reported to be of great benefit in the making of confident decisions. 
For example, work-related safety decisions: 
 
He was someone who’d lived in town for quite a long time… and he made quite serious verbal 
threats, but knowing his personality … I took the initial threat as a tantrum really. I didn’t take it 
that seriously. I didn’t even ring the police on that one, because I knew that their response was only 
going to rev him up a bit more … I did all the right things: I did the incident report; I protected 
myself [at home; out of work hours]. I was waiting to see if his behaviour changed to see if there 
was going to be another [incident]. If he’d come in [to the office] again, I would’ve taken it to the 
police and I would’ve treated it a lot more seriously (P131). 
 
In instances where I’ve been given a referral and I have no background on that person …. I can 
contact the local police and give them a name and ask them about the safety of doing a [solo] home 
visit with that person (P721). 
 
Situations such as those described above were interpreted as participants using their local 
experience and knowledge to the advantage of themselves and others. The subjective 
nature of decision-making sensitive to the context is also illustrated by the first passage 
above: a newcomer to the area may have chosen another way to deal with that situation, 
which may have had an equally positive outcome, or it may not; another long established 
worker may have made a different choice in the same situation. The scenario above 
demonstrated how the personal aspects of the participant’s life, that is, in their 
vulnerability at home, interlocked with their work, that is, in the threat posed by their 
client. Where the personal and the professional overlapped, participants confidently made 
what they felt were the most appropriate choices at the time. The ability to make informed 
choices, or wise decisions in a variety of situations both personal and professional was a 
key component of this core category. 
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Summary 
The dimension, ‘Confidently making sensitive decisions’, has articulated participants’ 
reported perceptions that they developed confidence over time. In particular, the 
confidence applied in situations where participants were required to make decisions 
sensitive to their especial context about relationships and their boundaries. One of the 
major aspects of the dimension was the way it expounded the developmental aspect of 
this phenomenon, showing that participants’ confidence increased over time, with 
experience and local knowledge. A second aspect of ‘Confidently making sensitive 
decisions’ showed the ways in which participants thought and behaved reflectively. This 
was demonstrated by the way they looked back analytically on their previous decisions 
and reflected on their decision-making.  
 
Brief summary of the property ‘Making wise choices’ 
This property discussed the importance that making decisions sensitively held for 
participants. The participants in this study took choices that concerned their relationships, 
both personal and professional, very seriously. The processes participants employed 
demonstrated that they carefully reflected and considered their choices and behaviour. 
The first dimension, ‘Becoming a sensitive decision-maker’, highlighted some 
developmental aspects. It identified the ways in which participants’ thinking and 
behaviour changed over time. The ability to make relationship decisions where reciprocal 
overlapping interactions were the norm was indicative of their adaptability to the 
complexity of rural life. In the second dimension, ‘Confidently making sensitive 
decisions’, participants reported that not only had their skills improved in this regard, but 
their confidence in decision-making that was sensitive to their rural context and all of 
their relationships had also increased. The second property, ‘Negotiating personal and 
professional role boundaries’, considered participants’ insights into personal and 
professional role boundaries. It illustrated how using strategies they had developed to 
address boundary issues facilitated participants’ satisfaction with their rural experience at 
the time of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project.  
Property: Negotiating personal and professional role boundaries 
The second property of the core category, ‘Sensitive decision-making and strategic 
behaviour’, was ‘Negotiating personal and professional role boundaries’. This property 
continues the conversation regarding the strategies developed by participants and the 
  
 
219
ways in which they reported behaving in order to remain within their boundaries in their 
interpersonal transactions.  
 
The notion of boundaries between the personal and the professional roles of workers was 
generally an accepted reality. For example: 
 
I just see that probably the only profession [where there would be no role boundaries] and where I 
would see that as being acceptable, would be in the religious sector, for example nuns, who give 
their whole life (P212). 
 
The participant in the preceding quote made the point that only where one’s entire life 
was given over to service, did they consider there would be no place for role boundaries. 
While the notion of boundaries and the necessity for their maintenance was widely 
accepted, the nature, location and management of those boundaries were influenced by a 
number of factors. The factors included the length of time a participant had been working 
in rural areas, individual aspects of personality and personal ethics, professional discipline 
and ethics, and the degree to which the participants enjoyed social and family support. 
 
Participants talked about the way that the length of time a worker had been in rural areas 
could influence boundaries between their work selves and their professional selves. They 
indicated that sometimes they negotiated ways to separate the two selves, by the making 
of conscious decisions. For example:  
 
[I do] some socialising with colleagues but mostly outside my work group. This differs with the 
length of time in town: the longer you’ve been here the less likely you are to socialise with work 
colleagues, and vice versa (PFG9). 
 
The inference in the above quote, that once a worker has a more developed social circle 
they tend to move outside work colleagues for activities out of working hours, has 
previously been discussed in Chapters Four, Five and Six. 
 
Participants talked about boundaries matter-of-factly, as being a fact of life. Ethical and 
moral obligations were at the heart of boundary issues for the workers involved in this 
study. Participants functioned in a state of high awareness and feelings of responsibility 
where personal and professional boundaries were concerned. For example: 
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It just comes out, and I say things like: ‘I’m very aware of confidentiality, my ethical 
responsibilities in my role … and I’m aware of country norms, and how people like to go about 
their business’, but I also find myself saying that: ‘In my professional role as a community person, 
I don’t compromise the way I work with confidentiality’. And I don’t know what people make of 
that, but I sort of have to say it (P221).  
 
The function of personal and professional boundaries was primarily around the protection 
of information concerning service users for the participant quoted above. Responsibility 
for maintaining client confidentiality, which was perceived by participants as ethical 
professional behaviour, was keenly felt. Another function of boundaries for this group 
was that of consideration for their significant others, and to a lesser extent, themselves. 
This included issues of privacy as well as those of safety. For example: 
 
I suppose it’s not been until later in my life and I’m [in my 40s] now. Probably when I was 
younger it didn’t really worry me too much, but now I find that because of my family I need to be 
protective of them, and I’ve become much more aware of the boundaries (P421). 
 
It’s not so much how you can protect your clients … it’s more how can you protect your own 
family … That’s difficult (P522). 
 
Parent-participants, such as those quoted above, talked about maintaining boundaries 
between their working selves and their personal selves. This was often in order to protect 
their families emotionally from too much knowledge of the issues involved in the parent’s 
working life, and at the same time to protect their clients’ confidentiality. There was also 
a physical protection at times from perceived as well as real work-related threats. Issues 
of protecting the privacy of participants’ families provided another element in the 
personal and professional boundary keeping discussion. For example: 
 
My kids attend that school and there could be comeback on me or on my family, because of a 
notification that I’ve made. That’s a really uncertain thing to have to live with (P331). 
 
As a result of issues of family protection, participants had discovered means by which 
they could behave in certain situations to facilitate safe outcomes for their families. For 
example: 
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I trained my children that: ‘If we’re up the street and I say: ‘Keep walking, I’m just going in here’’ 
or whatever, they know something’s going down – either for their own safety, or they don’t need 
to be [seen with] me (P431). 
 
Strategies developed by participants enabled them to not just survive but to thrive in their 
rural environments. Over time, and in response to situations and the reactions of others, 
participants had learned ways of dealing with the boundaries among the multiple 
relationships in which they engaged. The personal and professional role boundaries had to 
be elastic in nature to enable a comfortable interaction among their relationships. 
Participants suggested that the degree of elasticity depended on their assessment of each 
situation as it arose. At the same time they adapted their behaviour to individual 
circumstances, indicating that no two situations or responses were the same. This 
flexibility and adaptability was a major contributing factor to their satisfaction with their 
rural lifestyle. 
 
The dimensions of the property, ‘Negotiating personal and professional role boundaries’, 
were ‘The elastic nature of role boundaries’ and ‘Behaving strategically’. 
Dimension: The elastic nature of role boundaries 
The first dimension of the property, ‘Negotiating personal and professional role 
boundaries’, was ‘The elastic nature of role boundaries’. This dimension ranged from 
times when boundaries were rigid and inflexible, to those times when they were flexible 
and elastic. Participants exercised the boundaries they perceived as being most fitting to 
the situation in which they found themselves. They made the decisions based on their 
previous experience, perceived risk factors, and anticipated outcomes. This decision-
making was not successful all the time and participants felt that workers had to be flexible 
within any given situation: 
 
I’m clear about boundaries but they swing and you have to make snap decisions as to how you deal 
with it, or whether you’ll deal with it (PFG6).   
 
Participants who chose to commute from the locality in which they lived to the town in 
which they worked often described deliberately employing rigid boundaries between their 
personal and professional lives. For example: 
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I have two totally separate lives in a way. I have one that is totally a professional life from eight-
thirty till five, five days a week, when I’m in this area. This is where I work, and people see me 
and recognise me as a social worker. When I’m at home … people probably don’t even recognise 
that I’m a social worker. I’m just me, who walks a dog … and it’s totally different, and the two 
don’t cross paths really at all (P721). 
 
This was discussed in the previous chapter where commuting was described as the 
preferred option for a number of participants. Some participants had made a conscious 
choice to live this way, and gave reasons for this that centred on their privacy and the 
privacy of their family. For example: 
 
I like my privacy. I purposely found a place to live that is way out [of town] (P221). 
 
Living out of town enhances your privacy. Living close to clients and work is like living in a fish 
bowl (PFG7). 
 
For some participants the situation of increased privacy for themselves and their families 
arose accidentally, but they found advantages in their circumstances. The benefit of not 
being quite so accessible to service users out of hours was noted as one bonus. For 
example: 
 
Thank goodness we live on the farm – about ten minutes out of town (P421). 
 
When we lived in town I would probably say that, about every six months, people I knew would 
turn up on our doorstep with some sort of situation they thought I could resolve. And where they 
deemed we had a personal relationship, and that it was okay … but if you’ve been caring, 
empathetic and assistive, people will actually take that as a more personal relationship than a 
professional one. And they feel comfortable, and that it’s appropriate to access you, and we’ve had 
to re-establish that no, that’s not the case (P812). 
 
Other participants who lived and worked in the same community had very clear ideas 
about maintaining firm personal and professional role boundaries. They reported feeling 
that most of the time the strategies they employed served them well. For example: 
 
I mean, one can nod your head and keep walking in a country town, but not necessarily stop and 
engage in a discussion (P612). 
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There are some principles there that I think we all adhere to. They are around confidentiality, being 
open, acknowledging the fact of professional roles. Generally workers do like to keep some 
boundaries there, and are quite good at keeping boundaries (P122). 
 
Participants talked about the variability among different fields of practice, or types of 
work, commenting on how impacted on the elasticity of the role boundaries they 
employed. In roles that had potentially conflictual overtones, such as those involving 
working with children and families, sexual assault, or family violence, workers at times 
had protective concerns and resultant ethical and/or mandatory responsibilities such as 
notification to (for example) the Department of Human Services. For participants in 
statutory positions, protective concerns regarding children added another dimension to 
personal and professional issues:  
 
Contentious roles add more [boundary] challenges (PFG2). 
 
Where conflictual roles were the norm, participants matter-of-factly chose personal and 
professional boundaries that were firm, clear and non-negotiable: 
 
Workers who don’t want to deal with these [boundary] issues usually don’t or shouldn’t have 
contentious roles (PFG2). 
 
Participants generally found the implementation of firm boundaries to be effective, but 
there were some reported incidents where the outcomes were less than favourable. For 
example, one participant who was employed in a role where contention and conflict were 
not the norm described a predicament in which she found herself: 
 
When he came into my workplace I put in really firm boundaries of what I could offer him with 
practical welfare and financial assistance … and actually thought that I had enough rapport with 
him to explain that that was all we offered in our service … but no, not to be. He started stalking 
my place to the point where I had to have police involvement (P321).  
 
Participants who worked in roles that they perceived as not being at all conflictual 
employed more relaxed boundaries. Workers engaged in health, aged care and community 
development spoke about how they rarely needed firm boundaries. For example: 
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I think [boundaries] are something that workers have to deal with all the time and I suppose, 
depending on the area of work, that can be fine. A lot of the work [in our agency] is in aged care, 
and it may be you are seeing families outside in the community. And normally, because it’s not 
particularly contentious the work that we do, that can be a positive thing … an acknowledgement 
of someone in the street and: ‘How’s your mum?’ (P612). 
 
In these kinds of professional relationships, loose boundaries sufficed. When there was a 
need for less flexibility, participants reported that clients responded quickly and easily to 
requests. Relationships between worker and client in those situations seemed strong 
enough to withstand the pressure of an unusual incident, and issues resolved quite readily.  
 
Whether the elastic personal and professional role boundaries were rigid or relaxed, 
participants were adamant that the responsibility for their establishment and maintenance 
lay with workers. As one participant said: 
 
The responsibility for establishing and maintaining boundaries lies with the worker … the reality is 
that people will at times challenge these and workers need to respond appropriately (PFG4). 
 
Participants talked about shared responsibility and mutual agreements but the bottom line 
was that the professional in the relationship bore the ultimate obligation. Overall, this 
reinforced the idea of the intensely personal and individual nature of elastic boundaries, 
and of how participants indicated that, once again, the length of time in rural practice had 
a profound effect: 
 
I can’t quite remember what it was, but [something] triggered in my mind whether or not there’s a 
difference over time … like the length of service has a negative or a positive bearing on this whole 
issue of feelings about your boundaries. Because boundaries are quite personal, aren’t they? I mean 
some people don’t really give a shit about boundaries, you know, they’re quite happy … You 
know, you have a certain amount of control over the whole thing yourself. So I guess I don’t feel 
things as acutely now as I did in those first six months (P621). 
 
The participant quoted above demonstrated how time had changed the way they thought 
about personal and professional role boundaries, and they had become more philosophical 
and accepting of their situation as time had passed. 
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Role boundaries which came about as a result of the multiple relationships for all rural 
residents, presented similar challenges as to their flexibility. Participants spoke of being 
locals in their areas and having numerous contacts and relationships, some of which were 
very long standing. For example: 
 
In the country there’s knowing each other, relating to each other, local knowledge, shared history, 
workers and clients having gone to school together, and they all lead to challenges with regard to 
boundaries (PFG8). 
 
Young people you’ve known since they were children, and known their parents, can find it 
awkward to approach a worker in their work role, and it can also be awkward for the worker 
(PFG6). 
 
The nature of role boundaries in these types of relationships again needed to be very 
flexible and elastic. Participants gave the impression that long standing interpersonal 
relationships made it awkward at times for them as workers. However they were also very 
aware of how confronting it could be for other community members to access agency 
services. This was illustrated further when participants needed to become clients of other 
workers. In those situations participants’ attention was on the effect such relationships 
would have on them personally in the beginning, and professionally down the track. For 
example: 
 
It’s influenced how I see [that worker] actually. … Whenever I hear his name mentioned I think … 
it’s possible that he might remember, and I very much doubt it … but I do feel a bit exposed when 
I see him. I feel a bit vulnerable – not because I think he’s going to talk about me, but because of 
what he’s got in his head. 
[R: So if the trust issue isn’t about your own privacy, what’s the trust issue about?] 
How he will think of me, I think. And whether he will respect me as a professional once he knows 
that, you know, things aren’t always plain sailing, and that they know something about your 
vulnerability … that I might feel judged by him, or less respected, or something (P531). 
 
Participants assumed professionalism on their own part in their personal/professional 
relationships, but often felt vulnerable and uncertain when they needed to access 
professional services themselves. They indicated that they assumed responsibility for 
containing the boundaries between their personal and professional selves. It was for this 
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reason that participants generally went out of their local community for some professional 
services. For example: 
 
For me, I won’t have a pap smear by the community nurse. I know we all look the same, but I need 
to see her as a co-worker, not a practitioner for me. I’m selective about the doctors I go to for 
gynae issues. So it’s what I feel comfortable with. For counselling, no, I wouldn’t go locally, I 
would go out of town (P131). 
 
The participant above summed up what most participants articulated concerning their own 
and their family members’ health and welfare needs. However, the subjectively perceived 
size of local communities also had an impact on some participants and the choices they 
said they made. Where the participant perceived their community as sizeable, and 
consequently ‘safe’, they were more likely to utilise local services particularly if they 
respected their fellow professionals. For example: 
 
I don’t really feel that exposed in this town … I mean I can hide, to an extent … I would be very 
happy for my family to come here [to this agency]. I really trust the other workers and I think 
they’re really good workers. And I suppose in aged care – well, with my parents I knew the social 
worker there; because I had personal contact with them. I knew they were in good hands, and I like 
that … I have referred extended family members on to [local workers] that I know. So I suppose if 
[for me] it’s something that I’d want to keep secret, like if I was having an affair or something … 
no, I’d find somebody in town; I’d be happy with that (P632). 
 
The elastic nature of personal and professional role boundaries enabled participants to 
make decisions based on their individual situations and their individual perceptions of 
their localities. Factors in the decision-making process may have been regarding the size 
of the community, the professionalism of other workers in the professional network, 
and/or the specific needs of themselves or their family members. 
 
Summary 
The dimension, ‘The elastic nature of role boundaries’, has explored participants’ ideas 
about the rigidity or otherwise of role boundaries. This dimension has considered in 
particular those boundaries between personal and professional roles. A major feature of 
this dimension was that participants thought that the length of time an individual worker 
had been in a rural community had an effect on the elasticity of role boundaries among 
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that person’s relationships. The longer a person had been part of their rural community, 
the more flexible the boundaries were among all of their relationships, but especially 
between their personal/professional roles. Another major feature of the dimension was 
that the elasticity of the boundaries varied depending on the circumstances, and that 
participants felt that the responsibility for the establishment and maintenance of such 
boundaries lay ultimately with the professional in the relationship. There was a delicious 
inconsistency however: that ‘rule’ only applied when participants were the professional in 
a relationship. When roles were reversed, and the participant became the client of another 
professional, the participant still assumed responsibility for maintaining the boundaries. 
The next dimension, ‘Behaving strategically’, explores how participants developed and 
utilised strategies to facilitate satisfactory lifestyles living and working in rural Victoria. 
Dimension: Behaving strategically 
The second dimension of the property, ‘Negotiating personal and professional role 
boundaries’, was ‘Behaving strategically’. The dimension ranged from the conscious 
beginnings of strategy development and usage to a more intuitive use of behavioural 
strategies. Participants revealed that behaving strategically was another component in 
their ability to survive and thrive in their rural practice environments. Within their 
multiple relationships, both personal and professional, participants engaged tactics they 
had developed that felt mostly comfortable most of the time. This appeared to be related 
to the length of time a worker had been engaged in rural practice. As has been noted 
previously in this work, the reflective nature so common among these participants was 
evident once again in their ability to look back and critique their previous behaviour and 
reactions. 
 
Early in participants’ rural careers they gave a great deal of consideration to how to 
respond appropriately in given situations. For example: 
 
I try to shut out a lot of that stuff I know about a particular person when I’m dealing with them in 
another context. It’s quite difficult not to say: ‘How’s it all going?’ you know? So yeah drawing 
that line was something I never had to face in [the city] … (P711). 
 
The drawing of boundary lines between the professional and other roles in a participant’s 
life was always a challenge, but the task became easier over time as they worked out ways 
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of behaving that conveyed the messages they intended. This was described as developing 
survival skills (P231), which appeared to be strategies to facilitate an easier, respectful, 
self-caring and sustaining existence in a rural setting. The survival skills mentioned by 
participants included strategies to deal with incidental meetings with clients out of work 
hours. For example, participants took care to negotiate boundaries with their clients from 
the beginnings of their therapeutic relationships to protect client confidentiality: 
 
When I first meet with families, in regards to confidentiality, there’s a bit of a speech that I make 
that runs along the lines of: ‘Should we run into each other or cross paths out in the community 
what I usually do for people … is that I don’t acknowledge them. The only time I would 
acknowledge you is if you say: ‘Hello’ to me. Then I’ll say: ‘Hello’ to you, but I won’t go into big 
conversations in regard to what could be happening for you and your family. If you want to discuss, 
say, the electric kettle in the shop, I’m quite ok with that, but I’m not going to start talking about 
what we do when I’m at work’ (P212). 
 
And I set the boundaries right from the start. I’d say: ‘So if you see me out in a personal capacity, 
such as having tea with [my family] somewhere or walking my dog, if you could just respect my 
privacy because that’s my personal time’. And I’ve never had a problem, and also I didn’t say it in 
a confronting way. It was in that whole rapport building time and it would just get worked on 
subtly. Of that: ‘I do respect your privacy, but I also expect my privacy to be respected’ (P721). 
 
Strategies such as those described in the examples above were commonplace among 
participants, who indicated the clarity with which they communicated their stance about 
those issues to service users. Participants’ commitment to ethical practice by respecting 
the confidentiality of their clients also had a protective element for themselves. By 
protecting their clients’ confidentiality and privacy by not identifying them in work-
related ways in public, participants also limited inappropriate work-related invasions of 
privacy to which they themselves were exposed. There were times however when 
participants reported using avoidance techniques to evade clients in public. For example: 
 
You play avoidance: no eye contact, keep walking, look in a shop window (PFG9). 
 
I have turned away in public and walked off to avoid contact (PFG10). 
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Many participants utilised similar tactics when confronted with potentially uncomfortable 
meetings for them and/or for their clients. Chapter Six also addressed issues of 
interpersonal relationship strategies.  
  
Long-established participants remembered advice they had been given by more 
established workers when they had arrived in town, and for the most part appreciated the 
spirit in which the suggestions were made: 
 
Other people at work gave me hints when I first arrived:  [for example] park your car away from 
the office. When this is your everyday work, things like that help (PFG2). 
 
Heeding well-meant advice provided a useful beginning for new workers as they started 
the process of settling into a new community and a new practice context. Learning from 
their peers and colleagues, new friends and other community members was a valued way 
of establishing themselves, as well as protecting themselves from unsolicited and 
uncomfortable social situations. For example: 
 
Guardedness becomes part of who you are and what you do (PFG1). 
 
I find myself consciously planning responses. I always have a strategy (PFG10). 
 
Adapting to the closeness of rural life was not always top priority for participants who 
had arrived in a new town without a job. Looking for employment assumed huge 
importance, and developing useful networks in a professional sense required some 
knowledge of how small rural communities operate. Strategies such as volunteering and 
joining committees were suggested by participants as ways to get to know people and also 
to become known. For example: 
 
[When I first came to town] I was very work-oriented [and in a hurry] to get to know people and 
set up networks and volunteer work. I think it’s a lot in a small town that it’s not what you know 
about getting a job, it’s who you know. You have to always be working on your credibility, and 
who you are, and that takes time (P431). 
 
Participants also suggested that the capacity for implementing strategies does develop 
unknowingly over time. The opportunity to sit and reflect during the interview process for 
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this project led to participants realising that developing and implementing strategies had 
become second nature to them. For example: 
 
And it’s interesting to sit here and reflect on that, because I hadn’t even thought of it until now. So 
I guess I’ve developed all sorts of defensive ways to look after myself (P231). 
 
Participants went about their daily business with strategies developed over time to enable 
them to cope with blurred boundary situations. For example: 
 
My strategies include biting my tongue, looking vague, feigning ignorance, and talking in 
generalisations (PFG10). 
 
There are times when I sort of put foggy glasses on, I suppose. I’ve learnt that there are certain 
ways to be effective … through my work … but I don’t seek it everywhere I go (P632). 
 
The foggy glasses referred to by the participant in the quote above referred to deliberately 
not seeing some things out of work hours as clearly as one might during working hours. 
Development over time of ways to separate situations that needed an immediate response 
from those that did not epitomised the notion of behaving strategically. Participants 
demonstrated that as they settled into a way of life in a rural area, they behaved almost 
automatically in ways that enabled them to deal comfortably (most of the time) with role 
boundary matters in all of their interpersonal relationships. The following example offers 
a clearer explanation: 
 
In particular situations, now I’ve been a worker in a town for a long time, people do come and give 
me information. To some I will say: ‘Don’t tell me too much. I don’t want to know about that, 
because if you continue to tell me, I might need to do something’ (P131). 
 
Over time participants indicated that their strategic behaviour became more unconscious. 
This may have been related to an increase in their confidence in their rural surroundings 
or in their professional ability. It may have been that as they felt more at home, and as 
though they belonged, that they relaxed and reacted more intuitively. 
 
Summary 
The dimension, ‘Behaving strategically’, has demonstrated that participants’ responses 
indicated that developing and utilising strategies was another key factor in their 
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satisfaction with their rural way of life, and their professional practice in that setting. The 
main points of note in this dimension included how strategies, both self-generated and 
those recommended by other workers were perceived by participants as useful and 
desirable. This point included actions and inactions, for example, the selective ‘not 
noticing’ of certain incidents and people in public, outside of working hours (e.g., the 
foggy glasses (P632)) described by some participants.  Another point was that the length 
of time in rural practice appeared to influence the ease with which participants dealt with 
situations as they arose: the longer participants had lived in rural areas, the more intuitive 
their responses in potentially difficult situations had become.  
 
Brief summary of the property ‘Negotiating personal and professional role boundaries’ 
The property, ‘Negotiating personal and professional role boundaries’, has discussed how 
participants experienced personal and professional role boundaries. The flexibility of the 
boundaries was determined in the main by the practitioners, and depended on their 
subjective assessment of the individual factors in play at the time. Adaptability by 
professionals in response to boundary issues was a feature, in part of, the length of time a 
worker had been living and/or working in rural areas. The first dimension, ‘The elastic 
nature of role boundaries’, illustrated that participants believed that the primary 
responsibility for boundary keeping lay with professionals within a process of negotiation 
with individual service users. An interesting facet of this point was that when some 
participants themselves became clients of other practitioners in their network, they 
expected to retain that responsibility themselves in those client/worker relationships. The 
length of time a participant had been living in rural areas also impacted on the elasticity 
of the boundaries: the more rural experience a participant reported having had, the more 
flexible and comfortable were the boundaries between personal and professional. The 
professional’s field of practice and nature of their work (i.e., the potential for conflict) 
also impacted on the elasticity of boundaries within their relationships. In the second 
dimension, ‘Behaving strategically’, participants reported that they developed strategies 
over time that enabled them to exercise boundaries with increasing ease, comfort and 
confidence. Suggestions for reliable behavioural strategies were passed from more 
established workers to newer ones, who were able to adapt them to suit their own 
particular circumstances. Again, the longer a participant had been living rurally, the more 
intuitive their employment of strategies had become. 
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Discussion 
So far this chapter has identified and expounded a process of sensitive decision-making 
and strategic behaviour, with regard to making wise choices and negotiating personal and 
professional role boundaries. What follows is a discussion of the preceding sections and 
the ways in which they relate to the literature. The discussion follows the identified 
properties of the core category, which were ‘Making wise choices’ and ‘Negotiating 
personal and professional role boundaries’. 
 
As a central concept this category satisfied the characteristics suggested by Strauss and 
Corbin (1998) and enunciated in Chapter Two of this thesis. To paraphrase, it appeared 
frequently in the data; all other categories could be related to it; the core category evolved 
and there was no forcing of data; it had an abstract name to enable further research; it 
grew in meaning through integration with other categories; and when conditions varied 
the explanation still held (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 147). 
 
 
Participants’ language use was again critical in the interpretation process of this study. 
When participants spoke about decisions and choices, they often used terms like 
conscious, and deliberate.  This was interpreted as indicating their commitment to taking 
decision-making seriously. When speaking about role boundaries participants used words 
like flexible, adaptable, elastic, firm, clear, intense, uncompromising and negotiated, 
which indicated the changeable nature of those boundaries. Words like strategies, tactics, 
tricks, and skills were interpreted as denoting ways participants had learned to behave to 
enable them and their families to live comfortably in their rural environments. 
 
Participants referred to building a knowledge base of local information as part of their 
settling in process. This was achieved by both formal and informal means. Formal means 
included work-related networks, and supervision; and sporting, service or recreational 
organisations. Informal means incorporated colleagues, neighbours, friends and family. 
Similarly the literature acknowledges the importance for rural practitioners of developing 
local knowledge (Martinez-Brawley, 1987; Pugh, 2003; Zapf, 1993), with a cautionary 
note added by Green and Mason (2002) regarding the care needed in using informally 
acquired information. Multiple and overlapping roles meant that there was always a 
wealth of information available in the community. Part of learning to deal with all of that 
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material involved managing chunks of information from different sources at different 
times. 
  
Participants talked about the care they took in relating to other people within their rural 
communities. The need to make choices or decisions to protect and enhance their 
relationships was a constant in their lives. The process of learning how to make those 
decisions wisely or sensitively was interpreted as a developmental process. Newness to 
place brought along with it feelings of uncertainty and tentativeness as participants 
struggled to settle in and feel at home. This phenomenon has been reported previously 
(Ginsberg, 1998; Krieg Mayer, 2001; Lonne, 1990; Mellow, 2005; Mermelstein, 1991) in 
the health and welfare literature. At times newness and uncertainty led to participants 
establishing quite rigid role boundaries. Over time they reported feeling more confident 
and assertive within their multiple roles. This went hand in hand with their development 
of strategies to cope with the reality of their multiple roles, and consequently their 
personal and professional role boundaries relaxed a little. As they felt more comfortable 
they made decisions to review the role boundaries they had established. 
 
Time and experience were critical factors in making wise choices. Having learnt to make 
sensitive decisions by means of trial and error, and formal and informal processes, 
participants reported having gained in confidence, and they spoke more positively about 
their rural practice experience. Participants were able to reflect on their journey through 
this process and commented on how they had resolved some of the issues with which they 
had been confronted. Participants who had been longer in rural areas made decisions 
about their personal and professional relationships with more confidence and less 
emphasis on the boundaries between those relationships. This may once again be 
indicative of a settling in process such as that described by Lonne (1990) and Zapf (1993).  
 
Participants gave reasons such as professional ethics and confidentiality to justify their 
need for separation of their personal and professional selves. This was couched in terms 
of their responsibilities as professionals to protect the interests of their clients. They 
readily accepted responsibility for the establishment and maintenance of personal and 
professional boundaries, while at times conceding some reciprocity in the transaction. 
Where this was accepted, participants suggested that the final onus still lay at the feet of 
the worker, as the professional in the relationship. This notion finds support in the 
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professional literature, particularly as it applies to ethical practice (Congress & McAuliffe, 
2006; Galambos, Watt, Anderson, & Danis, 2005). One interpretation of the acceptance 
of that responsibility was that participants were very aware of the power imbalance 
inherent in their therapeutic relationships and sought to acknowledge that by accepting 
ultimate responsibility. A puzzling contradiction to this was suggested by the participants 
who retained that responsibility even when they themselves assumed a service user role 
within their network. There are a number of possible explanations for this phenomenon. 
First, it may be that those participants had reasons to mistrust their peers based on 
previous collegial experience. Second, it may be that those particular participants’ 
‘default setting’ was to assume responsibility for boundary setting within all of their 
relationships; that is, it may be a feature of personality.   
 
Another reason given by participants for maintaining personal and professional role 
boundaries was that of the protection of their family members and also of self-care. The 
protection involved aspects of physical safety as well as privacy for the participants, their 
friends and family members. The literature supports this with particular regard to 
conflictual fields of practice such as Child Protection (Horejsi, Garthwaite, & Rolando, 
1994; Littlechild, 2005a). The need for considering the physical safety of participant and 
family was also supported by a small study undertaken in rural Victoria in the past few 
years (Green, Gregory, & Mason, 2003). Participants in that study reported incidents of 
harassment and violence towards themselves and their family members in their rural 
communities (Green, Gregory, & Mason, 2003), a finding echoed in the USA by Horejsi, 
Garthwaite and Rolando (1994). For most participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ 
project, this was a consideration, but not a major consideration. These participants 
demonstrated awareness of the issues, but it seemed that they felt that the perceived risk 
was greater than the real risk. Some participants spoke of issues of physical safety but had 
developed strategies (e.g., having silent telephone numbers) with which they were 
satisfied. Once participants had developed strategies with which to cope with work-
related safety issues, they simply got on with their lives, and implemented the strategies 
as the need arose. In other words, they identified the risk, developed and/or implemented 
some strategies, and then proceeded with their normal life, reviewing and implementing 
strategies when necessary in response to situations of higher risk. The participants in ‘Too 
close for comfort?’ reported living their lives in this way without too much anxiety.  This 
may indeed be different in fields of practice where statutory obligations and conflictual 
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roles are more the norm as has been shown in previous research (Horejsi, Garthwaite, & 
Rolando, 1994). Participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project were employed by 
non-government organisations. The majority of participants were engaged in roles that 
their communities may have perceived as if not benign, at least mostly non-threatening. 
 
The flexibility of personal and professional role boundaries was a necessary factor in 
participants’ perceptions of that concept. As has been mentioned, participants accepted 
responsibility for the development and maintenance of such boundaries, and having that 
responsibility were able to make decisions about the laxity or otherwise of the boundaries 
at any given time, in any given situation. Elastic, adaptable boundaries that could be 
employed rigidly or loosely were another key factor in the process of sensitive decision-
making and strategic behaviour that constituted managing the personal and the 
professional nexus in participants’ rural context. Participants who chose to commute from 
their home to their workplace in a different geographic locality (e.g., from a farm out of 
town, or from another nearby town) talked about having the most rigid of boundaries in 
that they deliberately sought to distance themselves physically from their working 
environment. This group of participants, whether they had initially chosen this 
configuration of their lives or not, reported that the resultant separateness was a positive 
and desirable attribute of their situation. 
 
The notion of contextual fluidity (Nelson & McPherson, 2004) has some relevance to 
these findings. From that perspective: 
 
 … the focus is on mutuality and reciprocity of relationship … Contextual Fluidity embraces 
multiple roles and identities as they emerge. First, Contextual Fluidity recognizes the complexity 
and sheer volume of multiple roles … Second, the complexity of diverse roles is viewed as 
creating strength, robustness and continuation. Third, complexity of roles is a key element in 
reciprocity (Nelson & McPherson, 2004, pp. 202-3).  
 
The fluidity of the rural context allows people to move from role to role (e.g., helper and 
helped) in reciprocal relationship. The need for boundaries is obviated by the mutual and 
reciprocal nature of rural relationship; that is, where there is no interpersonal requirement 
for reciprocity. Commuter-participants had removed themselves from the mutual 
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environment, and their perception was that they had only professional responsibilities in 
their relationships in their work communities.  
 
Participants who lived in the communities in which they worked employed boundaries of 
varying elasticity and behaved in ways that sustained those boundaries. This came about 
as a result of participants’ decisions about their reciprocal relationships. The decisions 
were made in the context of multiple roles within their rural communities. The nature of 
roles overlapping, at times intertwining, merging and diverging, weaving in and out, 
could be described as fluid. However, the results of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project 
suggested that the players in reciprocal relationships in this rural context determined the 
degree of that fluidity through decisions they made about those relationships. 
Summary and conclusion 
This chapter has described the core category, ‘Sensitive decision-making and strategic 
behaviour’, with its properties of ‘Making wise choices’ and ‘Negotiating personal and 
professional role boundaries’. There were a number of major points arising from the 
chapter. First, participants identified a developmental aspect to their confidence and 
competence in making sensitive decisions about their multiple roles and the resultant 
relationships. The longer participants had lived in the community the more able they felt 
they had become in this regard. This continued on to a seemingly logical conclusion that 
the longer a participant had been in an area the more spontaneous and intuitive their 
decision-making and implementation of strategies had become. This fits with some of the 
literature but takes the deconstruction and understanding of the process to a new level.  
 
Second, the extent to which participants were able to reflect on their practice and on their 
personal and professional development similarly extended our knowledge of these aspects 
of rural life. Once again, some authors had identified similar issues but the extent of the 
impact of the personal on the professional, and vice versa, is a matter that needs further 
investigation in order to maximise worker recruitment and retention in rural areas.  
 
Third, participants were committed to the notion of personal and professional role 
boundaries, and suggested they were of the utmost importance. My interpretation of their 
feelings on the matter was that participants, in accepting ultimate responsibility for 
managing those boundaries, controlled their elasticity: that the elasticity of the boundaries 
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led to increased comfort and better fit between and among their relationships. This again 
is supported by the literature – as far as that literature goes. A novel aspect of the findings 
of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project was to do with the ways in which participants 
perceived the nature of the boundaries between, and the fluidity among, their 
relationships, and their place in the community. Participants’ understanding of their place 
in the community was impacted on by their perceptions of boundaries and relationships; 
conversely, their boundaries and relationships impacted on their understanding of their 
place within the community. 
 
Fourth, adaptability to individual situations and circumstances was described as being 
vital to survival in the rural setting. Some work has been done on this in the context of 
characteristics of ‘successful’ rural practitioners. However, informed decision-making 
and the development of strategies to enhance relationships were only one part of that 
process. The findings of this project suggested that for workers to thrive in rural practice 
they needed to be able to make a decision, and then remain open to reviewing that 
decision in response to new information in order to maximise the benefit for themselves, 
and for others. Sensitive decision-making was not about one decision, but a process of 
making a number of decisions. 
 
The final chapter in this thesis asserts how the relationships between the core category 
and the other categories integrated into a theory. Chapter Eight also articulates the 
conclusions of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project, the implications for practice and 
policy, some limitations of this project and some recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 8 – Integration and conclusion 
 
This thesis, ‘Too close for comfort?’, enunciates participants’ experience with regard to 
personal and professional role boundaries, and describes the development of a theory that 
was generated during the research process. The generation of this theory represents a 
significant contribution to the body of knowledge, in that it offers one explanation for the 
experience and management of personal and professional role boundaries for this group 
of health and welfare practitioners.  
 
The preceding chapter elucidated the core or central category of the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project. This chapter begins with an explanation of the emergent theory: 
‘Becoming expert in managing personal and professional role boundaries in the rural 
context through sensitive decision-making and strategic behaviour’. Then I will discuss 
the implications of the findings of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project for practice and 
policy, limitations of this project and recommendations for future research. 
Integration of the theory 
The theory emerged gradually as the data collection and analysis progressed, continuing 
to integrate even up until the writing of the final draft of this thesis. The ideas distilled 
over time with the ongoing addition of information, repeated asking questions of the data, 
and prolonged reflection and conversation.  
 
Participants demonstrated their experience of personal and professional role boundaries in 
their health and welfare practice in their rural contexts. Their input into this study was 
complex as they spoke of their experiences and the meanings with which they imbued 
them. Their use of language was evocative and held deeper meanings and implications. I 
became aware through repeated exposure and extensive immersion in the data, that one 
interpretation of these data was that this group of participants managed their personal and 
professional role boundaries in two key ways. By making decisions and choices sensitive 
to their rural context and all of their relationships, and utilising behavioural strategies that 
continually evolved, these workers were able to live and work comfortably in their rural 
communities. The choices and strategies were informed by accumulated local knowledge 
and other people’s responses to participants in interaction.  Participants’ decision-making 
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and use of strategies became more fluid over time. As they gained experience and 
confidence in their rural setting, the process became less onerous and more intuitive. They 
became expert at managing the personal and professional role boundaries inherent in their 
lives. 
 
The three categories ‘Valuing belonging’, ‘Feeling confident in your work role’, and 
‘Nurturing relationships’ related to each other and to the core category, ‘Sensitive 
decision-making and strategic behaviour’, through common strands of belonging, work, 
and relationships. These strands were indicated by the codes identified in the open coding 
stages of data collection and analysis. Relationships among the categories emerged and 
strengthened as the analysis proceeded. A major indicator of those relationships was the 
appropriateness of aspects of the codes identified in open coding to more than one 
category. Take, for example, the code ‘Networks’. In the category ‘Nurturing 
relationships’ the aspect represented by the ‘Networks’ code had more to do with work-
related networks, while in the category ‘Valuing belonging’, the code ‘Networks’ had 
more to do with social networks. The relationships between the categories and the core 
category are illustrated in a diagrammatic representation of the theory in Appendix E. 
 
The first category, ‘Valuing belonging’, illustrated that a sense of belonging to place and 
to people was very important to this cohort of rural workers. Participants felt connected to 
their geographic locations as well as to significant people in their lives. Feelings of 
belonging evolved over time through the development of relationships at all levels: 
personal, professional, and those that straddled both aspects of participants’ lives. 
Relationships also evolved through the participants’ increasing familiarity with the 
natural environment and geographic location. As part of the settling in process, increasing 
knowledge and familiarity led to improved confidence and levels of comfort in all aspects 
of participants’ lives as they came to feel as though they belonged. Again, the flow-on 
effects of this phenomenon included being able to make sensitive decisions and engage 
appropriate strategies within and across the boundaries of each of their relationships with 
ever-increasing fluency. 
 
The second category, ‘Feeling confident in your work role’, showed that participants’ 
feelings of confidence in their own ability to fulfil their work roles competently increased 
over time through familiarisation with those work roles, and also with their localities and 
  
 
240
communities in a personal as well as in a professional sense.  There were flow-on effects 
of feeling as though they belonged and being engaged in reciprocally nurturing 
relationships that contributed to their having confidence in their professional ability. This 
confidence contributed to participants’ ability to make wise choices about their 
relationships at all levels, and to behave accordingly. 
 
Being involved in nurturing relationships was identified as being important to participants 
in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project. The category ‘Nurturing relationships’ contended 
that reciprocal nurturing relationships at home, at work and in the community sustained 
participants through comfortable and uncomfortable periods. Being engaged in health and 
welfare service delivery provided participants with challenging and satisfying work. Both 
employee-participants and manager-participants were not ‘just getting by’, but really 
enjoying life in their rural environments. They illustrated this in many ways, while also 
indicating that they were well aware of real and potential pitfalls in their work/life 
counterbalance. The engagement of participants in various types of relationships in their 
home and work communities contributed to the sensitive decision-making and strategic 
behaviour process in that those relationships provided information about all aspects of 
their environments on which to base their decisions and subsequent behaviour.  
 
While participants gained information on all levels about people and place from their 
relationships, others in their communities similarly gained information about the 
participants. The reciprocity inherent in this process is part of rural life with its strong ties 
and mutual dependencies. Commuter-participants had two sets of strong ties: those in the 
community in which they lived, which were mainly personal; and those in the community 
in which they worked, which were mainly professional.  
 
A symbolic interaction perspective assumes in part that people behave according to the 
meanings with which they imbue their situations. The ability to reflect on oneself and 
one’s behaviour has relevance to the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project in two major ways. 
First, the ways that participants reflected on their previous experience and framed their 
future behaviour in response to that reflectivity, were illustrated in the theory that 
emanated from this project. In human service practice, but particularly in social work, 
value is placed on one’s practice being ‘reflective’. Practitioners reflect on their practice 
experience, in terms of the relationships among theory, research and practice. The results 
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of those reflections inform their future practice and development as professionals (Schon, 
1983). An area of common ground between symbolic interaction and reflective/reflexive 
practice is the way in which reflectivity is possible through the human capacity to observe 
the self objectively, or as ‘other’. Participants in this study demonstrated just that ability 
in both their personal and their professional interactions. 
 
The second way in which reflectivity has relevance to this project concerns how 
participants became ‘expert’ at managing the role boundaries between their personal and 
professional relationships. Decision-making sensitive to the rural context became more 
fluid over time as participants acquired local knowledge and skills, and developed 
relationships to inform that process. Participants acquired experience, the notion of which:  
 
… does not refer to the mere passage of time or longevity. Rather, it is the refinement of 
preconceived notions and theory through encounters with many actual practical situations that add 
nuances or shades of difference … (Benner, 2001, p. 36).  
 
Participants attained strategies through formal and informal means to enable them to cope 
with situations as they arose with regard to personal and professional role boundaries.  
 
The process of becoming ‘expert’ was described by Dreyfus, Dreyfus, and Athanasiou 
(1986) as being a five step process which ranged from ‘novice’ to ‘expert’. Dreyfus et al. 
(1986) demonstrated the difference between ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’ by using 
examples such as riding a pushbike and flying an aeroplane. ‘Know-how’ came from 
practice and experience; ‘knowing that’ related to the rules implicit to skills acquisition. 
Under normal conditions, the expert no longer needs to problem-solve, but rather behaves 
intuitively. However under novel conditions: 
  
… an expert will deliberate before acting. But … this deliberation does not require calculative 
problem solving, but rather involves critically reflecting on one’s intuitions (Dreyfus, Dreyfus, & 
Athanasiou, 1986, p. 32).  
 
Participants in the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project became ‘expert’ at managing their 
personal and professional role boundaries. The reflective process of ‘knowing that’ 
through learning the rules of rural living, and ‘knowing how’ through their subjective 
experience, participants’ behaviour and interactions with others and their environments 
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became increasingly intuitive over time. The resultant flexibility in their personal and 
professional role boundaries meant that life was enjoyable and fulfilling. When situations 
arose that challenged participants’ expertise they generally invoked more specifically 
rigid boundaries. This was achieved through a process of critical reflection on their 
intuitions. For example, by asking themselves what had worked previously in similar 
circumstances.    
 
Fook, Ryan, and Hawkins (2000) suggested: “… that what constitutes … expertise lies 
more in the ability to translate skills, rather than holding the domain specific substantive 
knowledge in the first place” (p. 245). I propose that it was through the development of 
expertise, or ‘expert-ness’ that the participants in this study became settled and 
comfortable in their everyday dealings with personal and professional role boundary 
issues. The comfort evolved over a period of time and through repeated exposure to 
incidents and interactions. In a sense, participants became expert at managing their 
multiple roles and relationships in their rural localities. As a result, the boundaries 
between their personal and professional roles became more flexible as the participants 
became more expert. 
Implications for practice and policy 
The theory that emerged from my analysis of the data was that this group of rural health 
and welfare workers managed their personal and professional role boundaries by making 
decisions and choices sensitive to their rural context and to their relationships at all levels, 
and utilising behavioural strategies that they had developed over time. That is, they 
became expert at dealing with the boundaries among their multiple roles and relationships. 
The findings of this research have far-reaching implications for a number of players: 
practitioners, agencies, educators, professional organisations and funding bodies.  
 
The enthusiasm with which practitioners greeted the project from its inception was an 
indicator of the significance, for them, of the issues pertaining to personal and 
professional role boundaries. Their thoughtful and positive responses to reports of its 
progress indicated that they could identify with the emerging issues. For the participants, 
the results of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project validated their lived experience. This 
story was their story. Participation in this project provided workers with opportunities to 
speak about their experiences, often in ways that they had not spoken before. Our 
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conversations were peppered with laughter and tears, moments of silent reflection, and 
flashes of insight. Industry partner agencies’ support and involvement in the project 
demonstrated to participants their employers’ openness to gaining a deeper understanding 
of the issues confronting their staff in their rural context. The fact that the University of 
Ballarat, the Australian Research Council, and the industry partner agencies believed that 
this topic presented a noteworthy opportunity for investigation, also endorsed the 
significance of themes around rural health and welfare practice. This corroborated vast 
amounts of anecdotal material and some empirical knowledge that this indeed was a 
matter of importance that warranted formal scrutiny. 
 
There are a number of ways in which the new knowledge generated by the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project may be of benefit to rural practitioners. The first is alluded to in the 
preceding paragraph, in that this group of workers has had their knowledge validated, 
their story told, their insight valued. Second, this knowledge provides a potential pathway 
for recent arrivals in rural communities to consider as they make their way in their new 
environment. Third, there is an encouraging aspect: by deconstructing the process, future 
workers can take heart that over time it is highly likely that they will feel more 
comfortable in those surroundings. Fourth, newly arrived practitioners by utilising formal 
and informal strategies for gaining knowledge about their environment and its inhabitants 
can anticipate that over time they will develop the decision-making skills and behavioural 
strategies with which to smooth their way to an intuitive form of managing the boundaries 
between their personal and professional roles.   
 
For industry partner agencies, the findings of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ study provide 
insights into employee interpretation of the situation in rural service delivery. There were 
numerous examples of job satisfaction and satisfaction with life in general. On the whole 
participants were cognisant and appreciative of their employers’ efforts with regard to 
support in the work place. The identification of a matter regarding communication 
between large agencies and their smaller satellite offices in other communities allows 
agencies an opportunity to consider the structure and function of their organisations and 
their places within the communities that they serve. The findings validate their practice 
and experience to a large extent, and provide some insights into challenging areas, for 
example the recruitment and retention of staff. Employers can help facilitate the process 
of their workers becoming expert in dealing with role boundary issues by the 
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encouragement of reflective practice. This can be achieved through professional 
supervision, professional development opportunities and the promoting of a supportive 
workplace culture. 
 
For rural health and welfare service providers generally this study sets an important 
benchmark. The acknowledgement of the usefulness of agency policies concerning staff 
welfare and support is likely to be interpreted most positively in the field. With strategies 
such as professional supervision and encouragement towards reflective practice, agencies 
can facilitate the development of expertise in role boundary management. The fact that 
there was a ready acceptance of opportunities to be involved in the ‘Too close for 
comfort?’ project by practitioners too numerous to participate also indicates to employers 
the level of worker enthusiasm about their practice in the rural context. This is 
encouraging particularly for organisations like the industry partners in this project who 
are committed to improving their employment practices and thereby their community 
service.  
 
For professional organisations the study identified some gaps with regard to how such 
organisations are perceived by this group of rural workers. Participants were not 
specifically asked about their membership of professional organisations, and they did not 
spontaneously identify such organisations as a source of support or assistance. There were 
few mentions of professional organisations in the data, and the findings suggested that 
this group of workers identified those organisations’ major role as being around the 
provision of information concerning ethical standards in individual practice.  
 
For educational institutions there were two main implications. First, the findings of this 
study identified deficiencies in access to local quality higher education opportunities for 
rural people. This appears to be at the undergraduate as well as the postgraduate level. 
The findings highlight some questions about the usefulness of the current situation, for 
example a lack of core units comprised of rural content, the need to travel for on campus 
education, and the limited benefit of distance education where students need to travel for 
compulsory face-to-face units. Consideration should be given to extending face-to-face 
teaching so it genuinely extends into rural and remote areas, with the emphasis being on 
the needs of students and their communities rather than the needs of educational 
institutions. The ‘Too close for comfort?’ project demonstrates opportunities for 
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universities to extend their spheres of influence into rural areas to meet the need for well-
educated practitioners who live locally and intend continuing to live locally while 
remaining abreast of contemporary knowledge in their discipline. Residents in rural and 
remote areas have a right to access to qualified and committed professionals in their 
communities when they need them. According to the findings of ‘Too close for comfort?’, 
rural people are keen to work in health and welfare service provision in their own or 
neighbouring communities, and tertiary education in relevant fields should be available to 
them in a meaningful way. A second implication for educational institutions is to 
reinforce the necessity for teaching strategies which lead to the development of reflective 
skills, as the findings of this study support earlier studies which suggested that reflectivity 
was a key factor in becoming an expert in managing multiple roles and the boundaries 
among them. 
 
Issues of access and equity for rural Australians underpin the findings and implications of 
the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project.  Those issues concern education for professional 
practice and the provision of appropriate and responsive human services.  There is a need 
for access for rural people to education to prepare them for professional practice, and 
access to services to ensure rural people’s needs are met in their times of distress. There is 
also a need for equity in the quality of educational opportunities and human service 
provision across the country. 
 
Funding bodies can be informed by the findings of this research in ways that centre on 
ensuring that service providers have access to adequate levels of funding. Adequate 
resources would improve opportunities for increasing staff numbers. Advantages of 
employing more staff include access to more senior experienced professionals employed 
in roles that include professional supervision, and improved capacity for controlling 
caseloads. Such a situation has potential to allow practitioners time and energy for 
activities to encourage the development and maintenance of expertise in boundary 
management for the benefit of all actors.  
Limitations of the project 
The ‘Too close for comfort?’ project had a number of limitations in its design and in its 
conduct. The major design flaw was in its extent. The project was limited geographically 
to three regions of rural Victoria, Australia. The findings of this project are not 
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generalisable over any other population, but they can be reasonably used as a guide to 
understanding the phenomenon of personal and professional role boundaries in rural 
health and welfare practice.  
 
Participants in the project were health and welfare professionals who were living and 
working in those rural areas at the time of the research. The information gleaned therefore 
was that of those who remained in the context. A broader sweep including workers who 
had left rural practice would have provided material for comparative purposes. These 
workers may have very different experiences and their stories would be worthy of 
investigation. Their inclusion in this research however would have necessitated a much 
larger project.  
 
A further limitation in the design of the ‘Too close for comfort?’ project was that most 
participants (65 out of 70) were employees of industry partner organisations at the time of 
their participation. While there were advantages to this arrangement, such as ease of 
accessibility, and agencies were strongly committed to avoiding coercion of their staff, 
some workers may have felt obliged in some way to participate. Conversely, some 
employees may have chosen not to participate because of the links between the study and 
their employers. These industry partner agencies had indicated their commitment and 
interest in the nature of personal and professional role boundaries by assisting to fund the 
‘Too close for comfort?’ project. It may be presumed that their staff were also cognisant 
of the issues. 
 
The fact that all participants were employed by non-government organisations was 
another limiting factor. Few participants were engaged in conflictual service delivery, 
which is in the main undertaken by government departments in Victoria. Community 
health and welfare agencies have some statutory responsibilities but their roles are mainly 
therapeutic, supportive and educative. Matters around personal and professional role 
boundaries for statutory professionals may be different to those uncovered in this project.  
Recommendations for future research 
There are a number of possibilities for research to further the findings of the ‘Too close 
for comfort?’ project. A larger study which allows for input from rural practitioners from 
other regions would be useful, as would research addressing greater diversity in fields of 
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rural practice. Opportunities also exist for more extensive comparative research firstly, 
between rural and non-rural sectors in human services, to investigate issues regarding pre-
service education; and secondly, between rural non-government agencies and government 
departments.  
 
Another possibility is for research which focuses on belonging and its implications for 
ongoing staffing of agencies with appropriately qualified rural workers would usefully 
provide more clues to understanding the nexus between feeling as though one belongs and 
leading a satisfying rural personal and professional life. There is also some research 
underway at the University of Ballarat which considers work/life balance focussing on 
proportions of time.  More research on work/life balance which focuses on relationships 
and the balance of personal and professional between and within relationships would 
extend the body of knowledge considerably.  
 
The issues around commuting for rural workers bear further investigation.  The findings 
of this study failed to support those of earlier work on rural social work (in particular), 
where it was espoused that to be an authentic practitioner in this context one needed to 
live, or ‘be embedded’ in the community in which one worked. Being embedded may not 
necessarily require actually living in the community, but that is the way it was interpreted 
by participants in this study. Another interpretation is that of the practice itself, rather 
than the practitioner, being embedded in the community. Investigation of the experience 
of the workers who eschewed rural practice after reasonably short periods of time would 
also help us to understand the phenomenon of moving on, and to identify factors that 
inhibit longevity in the rural practice context. 
 
In addition, research could usefully test the theory that derived from this study, that is, 
that rural health and welfare practitioners manage their personal and professional role 
boundaries by attaining expertise through sensitive decision-making and strategic 
behaviour. 
 
Finally, research could usefully focus on rural communities’ perceptions of health and 
welfare service providers. Who do rural people prefer to provide the services they need 
from time to time in the most delicate and intimate parts of their lives? What do 
communities see as their needs and what do they suggest as the most useful ways of 
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getting those needs met?  Studies exploring the broader rural experience would enlighten 
us and allow better-informed decision-making at policy and funding levels. 
A personal reflection 
I remain committed to the notion that using qualitative grounded theory methodology was 
the most appropriate way to address the problem in this project. The findings of the ‘Too 
close for comfort?’ project have borne this out. My decision to use a method based on that 
recommended by Strauss and Corbin (1998) which included axial coding, provided me 
with much more experience in data analysis than if I had followed Glaser’s (1978) advice 
and moved from open coding to theoretical coding (or from open coding to ‘selective 
coding’ in Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The analysis however may have been streamlined a 
little in terms of time taken without that step. I take the point made by Glaser (1978) that 
there may be little benefit to research outcomes from axial coding but I made the decision 
to use axial coding as this was my first attempt at generating grounded theory. In the 
future I would consider such a decision based on the aims of the study, the research 
questions and the time available. In making the decision this time I remained mindful of 
warnings in the literature about the increased opportunity in using axial coding to force 
the data and make them fit preconceived ideas (Charmaz, 2001; Glaser, 1992), and took 
great care to minimise any chance of that occurring through supervision, consultation and 
vigilance.  
 
The emergence and integration of the theory through repeated exposure to the data was 
achieved through countless hours of hard work. It was realised by continually asking 
questions of those data (e.g., ‘what is going on here?’; ‘what is happening now?’). The 
theory did not appear as if by magic. Rather, it emerged as a result of constant analysing 
and re-analysing, returning to the field and back to the office, checking and re-checking: 
 
Watching theory evolve is a fascinating process. It does not happen overnight (although one might 
have a sudden ‘insight’). It does not arise like magic out of the page. Rather … it is an ongoing 
process that occurs over time. One might say that it begins with the first bit of analysis and does 
not end until the final writing. As with all phases of analysis, integration is an interaction between 
the analyst and the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 144). 
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‘Sudden insights’, Strauss and Corbin’s (1998, p.47) ‘aha experiences’, although irregular, 
proved helpful, if unnerving, at times. Those insights contributed to the integration of the 
theory by allowing creative questioning to ‘fill in the gaps’. On numerous occasions 
whilst in a panic at not being able to readily discern ‘what’s going on here?’, I reminded 
myself to ‘trust the process’ as recommended by numerous grounded theorists, such as 
Strauss, Corbin and Charmaz. The process came through in the end. 
 
The privilege of being part of this research will be with me for ever. Remembering the 
generosity and trust, the professionalism and the energy of the participants never ceases to 
move me. Their stories resonate with mine. Together we explored their rural practice 
experience. We laughed, cried, were appalled and amazed, and together we achieved a 
level of understanding. 
 
Too close for comfort? 
The aim of this research was to explore the question: ‘Can a theory be constructed that 
explains how health and welfare practitioners experience the personal and professional 
role boundary issues engendered by living and working in rural communities?’ One 
theory that explains this phenomenon is that of ‘Becoming expert in managing personal 
and professional role boundaries in the rural context through sensitive decision-making 
and strategic behaviour.’  
 
In the words of one participant: 
 
[Rural life] really changes you over time. At first, the personal nature of everyday life can feel 
gossipy and intrusive, but it can also, after a while, feel safe and inclusive (PFG6). 
 
Did the participants in this study indicate that the personal and the professional aspects of 
their rural lives were ‘Too close for comfort?’ Occasionally? Yes. Most of the time? A 
resounding no! 
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‘EXPERT-NESS’ 
THROUGH 
SENSITIVE DECISION-
MAKING AND 
STRATEGIC 
BEHAVIOUR 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
Diagrammatic representation of the theory 
APPENDIX A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
VALUING 
BELONGING 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Place 
 
 
People 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         
 
     
 
 
 
 
  
Rurality Settling in, 
staying on 
Advantages & 
disadvantages 
of belonging 
Family, friends 
& others 
Professional 
connections 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Diagrammatic representation of the category  
‘Valuing belonging’ 
 
APPENDIX B 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FEELING CONFIDENT IN  
YOUR WORK ROLE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
As an employee
 
 
As a manager  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ethical practice The public face The professional 
experience 
Finding the staff 
that you need 
Keeping the staff 
that you find 
 
 
 
 
Diagrammatic representation of the category  
‘Feeling confident in your work role’ 
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NURTURING 
RELATIONSHIPS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Key 
relationships 
 
 
Relationship  
strategies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Professional 
relationships 
Intrapersonal 
strategies 
Interpersonal 
strategies 
Commuting as 
a strategy 
Personal 
relationships 
 
 
Diagrammatic representation of the category  
‘Nurturing relationships’ 
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SENSITIVE DECISION-MAKING  
&  
STRATEGIC BEHAVIOUR 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Making wise 
choices 
Negotiating 
personal & 
professional role 
boundaries 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Confidently 
making sensitive 
decisions 
The elastic 
nature of role 
boundaries 
Behaving 
strategically 
Becoming a 
sensitive 
decision-maker 
 
Diagrammatic representation of the core category 
‘Sensitive decision-making and strategic behaviour’ 
 
